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The world is being annihilated.

Looking down outside, I muttered a curse.

The roads were paralyzed by the monsters spewing out from the gate and the people and vehicles fleeing from those monsters.

Government awakeners finally appeared to deal with the gate, but they could only handle the low-rank monsters at best.

The government awakeners were literally torn apart by the monsters. It was a meaningless death.

With the awakeners who were supposed to protect the citizens dying, there was no way the city could function properly.

I closed my eyes tightly as I saw someone trying to run outside only to be caught in the clutches of a monster and torn apart.

People covered in blood from the monsters’ attacks were running out onto the roads and outside buildings to survive.

The screams of people that should not have reached this high floor echoed in my ears.

The view from my office, which was a proud symbol of success until yesterday, had now become the best seat to witness the annihilation up close.

I stepped back from the window.

But no matter where I turned my gaze, the fact that this world was being annihilated did not change.

“Currently, the damage from the multiple gate breaks in the Seoul area is increasing. Citizens, please evacuate to shelters immediately. The government is currently deploying related personnel to respond to the situation…”

It was already the 30th repetition of the broadcast, but I couldn’t easily turn off the TV. It felt like if this noise disappeared, the ‘annihilation’ would really become a reality.

Damn, damn, damn.

Why did things turn out like this?

I knew the answer to the question that came to mind better than anyone else.

It’s because Seol Rok-jin and I trampled on the saviors who were supposed to save this world.

We got rid of them before they could properly grow to solve this gate break.

The reason was simple.


Because Seol Rok-jin thought it was better to get rid of a dog he couldn’t put a leash on.

Why did he do that?

‘Because he didn’t know the gates would open like this.’

He didn’t know! That this world would be annihilated like this!

It started just two weeks ago when unsafe gates began spilling out not only in South Korea but all over the world. A world that seemed to be stably managing the gates, a world where people were shouting that the age of gate conquest had arrived, collapsed in just two weeks.

Damn it, I can’t die like this.

I didn’t go through all that hell for the purpose of dying like this.

I tightly gripped my cellphone and muttered like a madman.

But I still had one hope left.

How long had I been waiting for this?

Finally, the call I had been waiting for came.

“Yes, Representative.”

Seol Rok-jin.

The master I serve, and the man who played a decisive role in the world ending up like this.

But ironically, he is also the only person who can save me now.

[Where are you now?]

It was a voice so calm that it was hard to believe the world was crumbling around us. With a trembling voice, I opened my mouth.

“I, I’m at the Yeouido office.”

I hope he’s not abandoning me? My nerves were on edge.

[Good. Take the box from the safe and come to Pyeongchang-dong.]


“The box in the safe?”

[Yes, the one we won the bid for in Egypt.]

At those words, I swallowed hard. If it’s the box we won the bid for in Egypt, there can only be one.

Just lifting the curse on that box cost several lives.

After going through all that trouble to remove the curse, instead of opening the box to check its contents, Seol Rok-jin just left it in his safe. When I asked him afterwards what was inside, he never answered.

So why suddenly this box?

“What’s inside that box that…”

[Well, if it works out, it could be the perfect hidden card to turn this situation around?]

If it’s that important, why did he leave it in the Yeouido office and make me get it at the moment the world is being annihilated?

I suppressed the words I wanted to say.

[Bring that.]

“Should I go to the Pyeongchang-dong estate?”

Going there across the Han River in this situation was practically a suicide mission.

As if reading my mind, Seol Rok-jin spoke in a reassuring tone.

[I’d like to send a helicopter if I could, but I’ve been told the skies over Seoul have already been taken over by monsters, so it’s safer for you to take my car.]

As Seol Rok-jin said, I could easily spot airborne monsters in the sky outside the window.

Would the roads be any safer?

Wouldn’t it be more likely for me to survive if I just hunkered down in the safe shelter here?

But Seol Rok-jin had ordered me, and I had no choice but to follow.

And I responded to him as usual.


“Yes, understood.”

After hanging up, I grabbed my head.

I had no choice but to go. Seol Rok-jin’s orders were that absolute to me. Even if I endured and held out here, he would not leave me alone.

What I feared more than death was Seol Rok-jin.

With a sigh, I stood in front of the safe. After fingerprint recognition and entering a complicated password, the thick metal door finally opened.

The inside of the safe, spacious enough for several people to enter, was already packed with various items.

What caught my eye was the trident glowing with a blue light. This trident, nicknamed ‘Poseidon’s Trident’, was a divine artifact with a frost giant’s heart as its core. The famous reincarnation of Guan Yu in China, Zhang Wuren, once openly stated that he would give up anything he had just to obtain this.

But this trident was just the beginning. Seol Rok-jin’s weapon collection was vast enough to fill an entire safe.

Weapons made from the remains of S-rank monsters that should have been in the hands of hunters on the front lines and used in battle were left to rot here without ever seeing the light of day.

Passing by the graveyard of those weapons, I took out the box Seol Rok-jin had mentioned.

The so-called relic of the Pharaoh, a small box that a 7-Circle curse breaker had to sacrifice their life to remove the curse on. I didn’t know what was inside this box that could fit in the palm of my hand.

But the important thing was that Seol Rok-jin wanted it.

Holding the heavy box, I sighed.

* * *

This Yeouido office, built from the byproducts of gates, was still standing strong amidst the chaos of entire buildings collapsing.

But I had to leave this safe space and walk directly into hell.

“This is madness. Madness.”

Anxiously, I muttered like a madman. But my body faithfully headed toward the car parked in the underground parking lot, following Seol Rok-jin’s orders.

Not that it matters if people say, ‘You say you don’t want to, but your body is honest,’ I have no excuse.

Looking at the eerily empty underground parking lot, unlike usual, I let out a hollow laugh. Even as I drove the car outside, I still didn’t feel any sense of reality.

But the moment I reached the underground parking lot exit leading outside the building, the hell of reality began to unfold before my eyes.

The instant I saw the corpses scattered everywhere, I squeezed my eyes shut.

The mid-to-low rank monsters classified as earth hounds all simultaneously looked at the new prey.

“Damn it.”

I grit my teeth and stepped on the accelerator. Whooooosh, the mana engine using high-grade mana stones as fuel spewed fire, propelling the car forward like a rocket.

Bang, screech, bang.

The sleek yet sturdy body of the car easily knocked aside the earth hounds’ bodies. I hurriedly turned the steering wheel. The car, which narrowly avoided crashing into the wall, spun half a turn, leaving long skid marks behind.

“Hah, hah.”

While I caught my breath, the earth hounds had also regained their senses. Seeing them baring their fangs at me, I grit my teeth.

Yeah, I’m going out. I’ll rot out there for you.

I squeezed my eyes shut and floored the accelerator.

-Crunch!

Leaving behind the pitiful whining of the earth hounds crushed by the car, I quickly left the Yeouido office behind.

The car I was driving was a custom vehicle specially commissioned from a master craftsman for Seol Rok-jin’s schedule. While this situation wasn’t anticipated, it was sturdy enough to withstand attacks from most monsters.

So I should believe that I can somehow make it alive to Pyeongchang-dong.

But the roads were almost paralyzed, just as I had seen from my office. Stopped cars were scattered everywhere, along with the corpses of those who had tried to get out and struggle to survive, tangled together to the point where there was no place to drive.

Moreover, monsters far larger than the earth hounds I had encountered kept appearing here and there.

Damn, damn.

Since I had come this far, there was no time to waste.

I forcibly made a path by pushing aside other cars. My feet were getting numb from how hard I was stepping on the accelerator.

The other cars were crumpled like wads of paper from my reckless driving. I tried my best to ignore the corpses scattered everywhere as I sped up.

Whenever a monster appeared in front of me, I squeezed my eyes shut and gripped the steering wheel tightly. The windshield, made sturdy enough to withstand anti-tank rounds, steadfastly endured every impact.

But there was no stopping the bloodstains from spreading across the windshield every time I hit something.

Each time, my heart pounded madly.

My back was already drenched in cold sweat.

This is madness. Madness.

“200 meters ahead, speed bump.”

A hollow laugh escaped me at the calm voice of the navigation system, which sounded no different from usual. I had already run over dozens of things no different from speed bumps to get here.

There were people raising their hands, probably asking to be saved, on the way, but I ignored them. Some seemed to be with children and families, but still…

‘If I hesitate even a little, I’ll be the one who gets eaten.’

My hands were shaking madly. My mind was not strong enough to withstand witnessing so much death up close.

‘What good is having an S-rank mental passive skill equipped? The mentality itself is as soft as tofu.’

I said that and laughed hollowly. How long had I been flooring the accelerator like a madman?

I had reached the front of Mapo Bridge. But there was a problem.

“Damn it.”

The massive monster that had emerged from the gigantic gate that had opened next to Mapo Bridge had destroyed the bridge. The moment I saw the bridge abruptly cut off in the middle, I sensed death.

The bridge cut off in the middle, the road completely blocked by cars, and people trying to run out and survive somehow. The moment I saw all that, the word ‘annihilation’ was engraved in my mind.

Yeah, this is annihilation.

Suffocating without any path to escape.

Crunch!

The impact from something hitting my car from behind sent my body lurching forward.

“Ugh.”

I hurriedly turned my head to look behind me. The car that had hit mine was completely crumpled in the front. Looking at the bloodstains spread across the rear windshield, I bit my lip.

Before I could pray for the person’s soul, I had to worry about my own life first.

The traffic accident that had just occurred alerted the nearby monsters to my presence.

Feeling their sharp gazes converging on me from all sides, I tried to shift the gear into reverse and back the car up, but the wedged cars didn’t budge an inch.

“Ah.”

And ‘that thing’ that had destroyed Mapo Bridge like a bamboo stick also turned its head toward me.

The moment I saw that gigantic, dragon-like creature, I sensed death. Thump, thump.

The cars and people crushed under its feet were pulverized like overripe fruit. I hurriedly opened the box I had placed on the passenger seat with trembling hands, the box Seol Rok-jin had mentioned. Believing there was some hope inside this box.

What was inside the box I had barely managed to open with trembling hands was a large, ankh-shaped metal fragment.

Holding that metal fragment, all I could do was mutter a curse.

“What the hell is this?”

The last thing I remember is the gigantic shadow looming over the car.

And the excruciating pain of my entire body being crushed.
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I looked into the moldy mirror. Inside the mirror, a man with a messy, unevenly cut bowl haircut and an oversized t-shirt was blinking.

It’s not that I’m particularly ugly if you ask whether I’m handsome or not, but my elongated eyes and thin lips don’t exactly inspire trust. It’s like a face that looks like it could stab you in the back anytime.

If there was a face that was the complete opposite of a free pass for blind dates, this might be it.

Annoyingly, this is my face.

Unlike the past when I somehow managed to look approachable by spending money, now I looked like a disgruntled punk with a lot of grievances against the world.

“What a mess.”

I wiped the remaining moisture from my face with a stinky towel and left the mold-filled bathroom.

The moment I saw the cramped one-room that left no space to even place my feet, reality washed over me.

I’m alive.

To be more precise, I ‘came back’.

Back to when I had just graduated from the Hunter Academy and was barely scraping by as a gate miner.

The penthouse that used to sit atop Gangnam’s prime real estate was gone. The custom-tailored suits worth hundreds of millions of won each, the watches worth tens of millions that used to fill my walk-in closet – there was no trace of them left.

Instead, what filled my vision were scattered instant food bags, clothes covered in lint stuffed in the corners, and dingy wallpaper depressing enough to give you depression just by looking at it.

This was my life before I met Seol Rok-jin.

A loser barely scraping by each day.

But for the first time in years, I could laugh out loud.

Why?

Because I’m free.

I’m no longer Seol Rok-jin’s dog. A life where I had to bark when told to bark, roll over when told to roll over – I had escaped that life in a way I could have never imagined.

The moment the contract that had been strangling my heart disappeared, the first thing I did was unimaginable.


“Seol Rok-jin, you bastard.”

I let out all the curses I had been holding back inside. Seol Rok-jin, you son of a bitch. Vile scum.

That ruthless bastard without a shred of compassion.

But that feeling didn’t last long before an immense sense of emptiness washed over me.

“Ah…”

How nice would it be if this had a happy ending where the slave escaped and lived freely and happily ever after?

But my life was far from such a fairy tale.

Ten years from now, this nation of South Korea is annihilated due to the gate break. That ‘annihilation’ is literally engraved on my eyeballs.

The gates that opened everywhere and the monsters that poured out from them. And the helpless citizens torn apart and killed.

Just thinking about that time still made my heart race madly.

The excruciating pain of my body being crushed was still vividly etched in my memory.

I don’t know why, but there was one reason for my revival that I could pinpoint.

That artifact Seol Rok-jin had told me to bring. The moment the gigantic monster crushed my body, a light burst forth from the ankh I was holding in my hand.

Maybe that ankh was what kept me alive?

I wanted to find and examine that ankh right away if I could, but unfortunately, the gate from which the ankh emerged has not yet been formed. I’ll have to think about the ankh later.

Because there’s something more important.

I’m the only one who knows that the world is going to be annihilated.

If I ignore that fact and run away, if I hide somewhere safe all by myself, then South Korea will follow the same path to annihilation.

‘So what?’

The first thought that came to my mind was shockingly selfish.


I had no lingering attachment to this miserable country either. They treat awakeners who manifest psychic abilities as potential criminals, don’t they? They arbitrarily collect outrageous ‘special taxes’ from awakeners at the drop of a hat. If you want to go out somewhere, they contact you the moment you leave your registered residence.

For a poor, weak awakener like me, this country was truly the worst. For a second-class citizen like me, patriotism became an outdated concept from old textbooks a long time ago.

Yeah, I could just leave this country behind and live well and eat well.

It might not be so bad to build a house by a nice beach and watch the world’s annihilation from there.

Yeah, I don’t have to be the one to stop that annihilation.

It’s already a hellish world where just worrying about myself is hard enough. You want me to walk into that hell? Nonsense.

After muttering like that for a while, I squeezed my eyes shut.

It would be easier to just run away from all of this.

But could I really escape annihilation that way? Would that really be okay?

While by Seol Rok-jin’s side, I had to witness the demise of countless people.

The lawyer who fought for the human rights of mistreated awakeners.

The awakener who was born with S-rank talent, shining brighter than anyone else.

The passionate journalist who dug into Seol Rok-jin’s dealings.

And my most precious friend…

‘Jeong Ho-san.’

The moment I recalled that guy’s face, my breath caught in my throat.

If Seol Rok-jin hadn’t harmed those people, maybe this nation of South Korea wouldn’t have been annihilated. No, it definitely wouldn’t have been annihilated.

Because those people wouldn’t have allowed the world to fall into annihilation.

If I can save those people Seol Rok-jin harmed, I can save the world.

The problem is how to save them.


What can a guy like me, who at best mines mana stones from already conquered gates, do?

Unless my talents changed, it was almost impossible for me to make a living as a hunter.

Maybe something changed with this regression?

With anticipation, I opened my mouth.

“Status window.”

No sooner had the words left my mouth than a translucent window appeared before my eyes.

[Name]: Kang Yi-sin (姜怡神)

[Gender]: Male

[Age]: 21 years old

[Talents]: Indomitable Will (S), Truthful Lie (B)

But the status window that appeared before me was exactly as I remembered it.

Even those damn talents that had plunged me into despair countless times were exactly the same, without a single change.

“Ah…”

The hope that had swelled in my chest instantly dissipated, leaving only the taste of ashes in my mouth.

The reason I couldn’t join any guild despite having an S-rank passive potential skill and a B-rank talent was precisely because my talent was ‘Lie’.

Yes, Lie.

-[Truthful Lie]-

Potential: B

Can make any words feel truthful.

Truthful Lie? What kind of an oxymoron is this, like a warm iced Americano?

You can at least drink an Americano, but this talent is utterly useless unless I want to become a con artist or a cult leader. And even that wouldn’t be possible until I removed this identification tag around my neck.

Awakeners who manifested psychic abilities all had to wear identification tags around their necks. The tag detected the mana flowing through an awakener’s body, and it would shine brightly whenever the awakener used their ability. Not only that, but each time an ability was used, the awakener’s location would be reported in real-time to the nearby station.

All of this was because of the Civilian Protection Act passed three years ago. Because of that law, a psychic awakener like me had to live wearing this electronic leash for life.

Physical awakeners probably had their own hardships, but for psychic ability users, it was a world where mingling with civilians was impossible.

But if I could just remove this damn identification tag…

‘Then the story changes.’

To save this world from annihilation, I would gladly become a con artist, a villain, or a cult leader.

The ones I would have to deal with were all the high and mighty who occupied positions of power in this nation of South Korea.

Starting with Seol Rok-jin, the powerful presidential candidate, as well as the government agencies that moved according to his will, and even the guild executives who sold out their promising disciples.

It was a situation where I had to fight against all the powers that be in South Korea, so challenging them out in the open was simply not an option.

If I did that, I would be thoroughly trampled before I could do anything properly.

Those who caught wind of Seol Rok-jin’s misdeeds always ended up raising their voices to him.

“Do you really think the world will follow the whims of a vile scum like you?”

But contrary to their hopes, the world turned without any issues according to Seol Rok-jin’s will. Until its annihilation, that is.

I had no intention of following in their foolish footsteps.

They were not wrong, but they were weak and ignorant.

Goodness alone could not break Seol Rok-jin.

To fight those dirty scoundrels, I needed to become a dirty scoundrel myself.

And you know what? I’m no longer a good person. By being at Seol Rok-jin’s side, I’ve already become a dirty scoundrel.

Under Seol Rok-jin, I committed unforgivable sins, which is why I know better than anyone how to deal with Seol Rok-jin.

I’m going to save the innocent people Seol Rok-jin killed. And by saving them one by one, maybe I can save this world.

I knew my place well.

I’m a coward, an evil, vulgar, and lacking person.

Which is why I can deal with those scoundrels.

In a way that good, ignorant, naive people cannot.

But to do that, I first had to remove this damn identification tag around my neck.

Of course, there’s no ordinary way to remove this tag. The moment I try to physically remove it, a police unit will show up and arrest me.

To remove this, I had to go to the black market, and even in that black market, I had to find a special artisan.

I knew who that artisan was and how to approach them, but the problem was money.

I checked my virtual bank account on my phone. And I opened my eyes wide.

There was only 300,000 won in my account. To be precise, 279,800 won.

“Huh.”

I let out a hollow laugh at the absurdity. I wondered if I had deposited money in a different account, but no. This was the only account I had.

So… my entire assets amounted to a mere 279,800 won.

279,800 won was all an able-bodied awakener had saved up after working an entire year.

Had I been scammed in the past?

Otherwise, how could I be this broke?

I hurriedly checked my bank statement. Monthly rent. Various utility bills. And credit card charges. I grimaced when I saw the credit card charges.

How the hell was I using a credit card like this when I barely made any money? Was I the victim of a small-scale fraud?

I immediately checked my credit card statement.

Mobile payment_Goobeo Chicken 27,000 won

EatHereToday_Solo Veggie Gopchang Set 23,000 won

AMarket_Beige Long Pants 98,000 won

WhatToWearToday_10 Non-Shrinking T-Shirts Special Sale 108,000 won

I carefully scanned the credit card statement.

And after 30 minutes, I came to a shocking conclusion.

All this money was indeed spent by me. No scams or fraud involved. Furthermore, I hadn’t even spent extravagantly. Well, there was a sense that I might have ordered a bit too much delivery food, but other than that, there were traces of careful spending on necessary items.

It’s just that the cost of living had far exceeded my wallet’s capacity.

‘Was I really this poor?’

While under Seol Rok-jin, I had properly enjoyed the world’s wealth. The word ‘poverty’ had long become something from an unfamiliar world.

But the me who had returned to the past was a penniless pauper who had nothing, and in this state, I couldn’t do anything.

I knew many ways to make money. But to do that, I needed to remove the identification tag, and to remove that tag, I needed money.

“What is this…”

Like a snake swallowing its own tail, I had fallen into a circular dilemma.

How did I make money again?

Having learned only corrupt methods while under Seol Rok-jin, I was now at a complete loss on how to make an honest living.

Then an alarm went off on my phone.

“Oh, damn it.”

At the familiar alarm sound, I squeezed my eyes shut.

You want me to go to that damn gate again?

But for now, that was the only way for me to make money.

I took out a worn-out set of work clothes from the closet and put them on. The clothes that hadn’t been properly dried still reeked of a musty smell.

Catching a whiff of the stuffy scent of poverty, I headed outside.
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The Cheongsong Gate Workforce Office was a company that arranged jobs gathering byproducts from gates that had been conquered.”

There were many gate workforce offices that provided jobs for awakeners in this way, but the reason Cheongsong was thriving was one thing.

They had a contract with Sirius, the top guild in South Korea.

Perhaps thanks to that, the place was packed with people from the early morning.

So what do I do now?

I somehow made it here by recalling memories from a decade ago, but I couldn’t remember what to do next. So much had happened over those ten years.

“Oh, Yi-sin. You’re here now?”

The moment I heard that voice, I unconsciously clenched my fist tightly.

An unforgettable voice.

Im Hyeon-su.

The bastard who ruined my life. I had completely forgotten that I would see him here.

I turned my head. Im Hyeon-su was exactly as I remembered him.

Still with that friendly-looking face and kind-looking eyes. The people here probably had no idea what kind of scum was inside him.

I barely suppressed the rage boiling within me.

I could punch his face right here, but then I wouldn’t be able to achieve my purpose for coming here. Expose Im Hyeon-su? How? Right now, I’m just a day laborer without any power. Even if I expose what he’s done, without proper evidence, I’ll just end up looking like the weird one.

So endure.

Endure.

Noticing my expression, Im Hyeon-su asked:

“Is something wrong?”

I spoke through gritted teeth.


“Nothing’s wrong.”

“I was worried when you didn’t contact me and were late.”

Im Hyeon-su was good at saying these irksome things. He was so attentive to those around him that there was no one at this workforce office who didn’t know Im Hyeon-su.

A good person who had approached me first and reached out a hand when I had drifted here after graduating from the academy.

I had sincerely trusted this guy until he sold me out. The dirty memory resurfacing made me bite my lip hard.

“Be careful today. From the morning, Chief Park has been really pissed. Seems like something bad happened at home.”

“I see?”

“Yeah, he was raising hell even while handing out the supplies earlier. You should hurry and get yours too. You’re already late.”

The supplies for the day were already in Im Hyeon-su’s hands as he said that.

Ah, the supplies.

I had completely forgotten.

To enter a gate, you need special items.

So that’s why there were so many people milling around even though it wasn’t a proper operating time.

I clicked my tongue and quickly headed to where they were handing out the supplies.

As Im Hyeon-su said, Chief Park’s face looked far more menacing than I remembered. Leaning against the wall, he immediately started yelling at the people lined up.

“Hurry up, hurry up!”

Despite the ‘No Smoking Indoors’ sign, Park was puffing away on a cigarette.

Even with such a foul-tempered man around, everyone still wanted to come to Cheongsong because of the gate supplies they handed out to people.

Unlike other companies that only arranged jobs, Cheongsong provided gate supplies for free, albeit in a simplified form.

But those supplies happened to run out right in front of me.


“You’re all out?”

“Yes, you know it’s first-come, first-served, right?”

The employee handing out the supplies noticed my stiff expression.

“You should’ve come a bit earlier?”

Seeing me, Chief Park waved dismissively.

“What are you going to do, stay here forever? Everyone get to work!”

At Chief Park’s booming voice, the people who had gathered with some hope scattered like cockroaches.

“Ah…”

I glanced at the warehouse that would be filled with supplies siphoned from Sirius as I moved my feet.

Yes, this was the reality I knew.

Even at a company contracted with Sirius, the top guild in South Korea, they were still squeezing the life out of awakeners.

Those who failed to receive supplies lined up in front of the supply store set up to purchase items.

Everyone knew these outrageous markups were absurd, but they couldn’t complain. If they did, they would only lose their jobs.

Actually, I didn’t really need these supplies. My talent’s potential was B-rank, so I wouldn’t suffer from mana addiction at least.

But a protruding nail gets hammered. Not wanting to stick out, I had diligently purchased the supplies in the past.

But now that every penny was precious, I had no such intention.

Most of these so-called ‘gate supplies’ were shoddy items that were better off just buying substitutes. The most important part of the gate supplies was the mana addiction prevention filter that attached to the gas mask, which barely filtered out the mana contained in the air inside the gate.

Gates, spaces connected to different dimensions, were filled with the energy of those dimensions – in other words, mana.

Highly concentrated mana was practically a poison. While those who could handle mana were fine, mana that infiltrated ordinary people’s bodies would destroy their cells and stop their functions.

In the past, when gate research was not properly conducted, even non-awakeners entered gates, I’ve heard. But now, gates strictly prohibited the entry of ordinary people.


Even awakeners who could handle mana were not completely free from mana addiction inside gates.

Awakeners who could handle enough mana to filter it out of their bodies were fine, but most of the personnel mining mana stones had such low mana sensitivity that they couldn’t become hunters.

Unable to detoxify the mana accumulating in their bodies, special precautions were necessary.

Since mana stones themselves were objects formed from highly concentrated mana, the risk of mana addiction had to be considered.

Im Hyeon-su, who had approached me, asked:

“Did you buy the supplies?”

“I still had some left from before,” I gave a vague answer.

“Those going to the Gapyeong Gate, come this way!”

At the distant voice, Im Hyeon-su tapped my shoulder. 

“Let’s go.”

I got into the truck headed for the gate along with Im Hyeon-su.

The truck was already packed with people. The tightly packed men emanated an indescribable stench.

The musty smell of clothes that hadn’t been properly dried, body odor as if they hadn’t bathed for days, and the stench of cigarettes clinging to them. In the past, I hadn’t even realized such smells existed inside this truck, but after living the high life among the upper class for years, it was unbearable.

Damn it, if I just make money, I’m out of here. If I really make money.

I tightly shut my mouth and turned my head to look outside.

Then Im Hyeon-su spoke up.

“Why does Han Jo-hee’s face look like that again?”

At those words, I shifted my gaze. Among the tired-looking people, one face did indeed stand out as unusually pale.

At a glance, his bluish lips were an early symptom of mana addiction.

Im Hyeon-su addressed Han Jo-hee.

“Did you skimp on the filter again?”

“Well, I took some time off last month because I was sick. My rent fell behind…”

“Even if your rent is behind, what are you going to do if you skimp on the filter?”

At Im Hyeon-su’s words, Han Jo-hee lamented.

“Starting last month, they suddenly raised the rent by 40%. Does it make sense for the rent to be 200,000 won for a place that barely has enough room to lie down?”

No matter how safe South Korea was from gates compared to other countries, the demand for ‘gate safety zones’ was still immense. Even real estate took advantage of being in a gate safety zone.

“Ah, I can’t move somewhere else because of my brother…”

At Han Jo-hee’s words, Im Hyeon-su asked:

“Didn’t you say your brother attends the Hunter Academy?”

“Yes. Unlike me, he’s an amazing guy. I’ll support him no matter what. So he doesn’t end up living a life like me.”

Defiance was evident on Han Jo-hee’s face. Silence fell inside the truck. No one was unaware of Han Jo-hee’s feelings. Everyone here was a dropout who couldn’t become a hunter.

“Still, don’t overwork yourself. Then you really won’t last long.”

At Im Hyeon-su’s words, Han Jo-hee gave a wry smile and nodded.

I narrowed my eyes as I looked at Im Hyeon-su. He might act like he cares on the outside, but inside, he was probably thinking about how to drag Han Jo-hee down into the abyss.

Han Jo-hee was good prey.

Part of me wanted to give Han Jo-hee some advice, but it was impossible in this situation with everyone watching.

Moreover, there was the question of how Han Jo-hee would receive my advice.

Unlike me, an outsider who couldn’t blend in well with people, Im Hyeon-su was known by everyone here.

So even if I revealed Im Hyeon-su’s faults now, I would just end up looking weird.

Being cautious around Im Hyeon-su was dangerous for me too.

Perhaps because of Han Jo-hee’s story, a gloomy silence hung in the truck for the entire trip to the gate.

After a 4-hour drive, the truck stopped in front of a gate. The awakeners, who had been cooped up in the truck for a while, poured out in front of it.

In front of the gate with a green flag planted – signifying its conquest had been completed – several people were standing guard, to prevent any potential gate break incidents.

The people who got off the truck checked the luggage they had brought in their backpacks – pickaxes for mining mana stones and specially treated pouches for storing the mined stones.

Those who finished preparing lined up in front of the person at the gate entrance.

“You’re from Cheongsong?”

“Yes. Are you the hunter who will be accompanying us today?”

“Yeah.”

The man, yawning as if bored, counted the number of people in line. After confirming the count, he started walking towards the gate and spoke.

“As you all know, the mining time is 5 hours, and you should head back to the entrance around then. If anything happens, fire a signal flare.”

Words we had heard hundreds of times already. The man speaking to us also had a bored expression.

“I’ll go through first, then you can follow in order.”

From the side, the gate looked no thicker than a sheet of paper, but passing through it guided us into the space of another dimension.

There were still many scholars studying these gates, but even in the future 10 years from now, no one had accurately figured out their operating principles.

The people lined up on the stairs and passed through the gate one by one. The moment they passed through the purplish gate, their bodies disappeared like a mirage.

I also stepped forward.

The instant I passed through the gate, an electrifying current flowed through my body. And a hot wind brushed my face.

Ah, a jungle type, huh.

Of course. I inwardly clicked my tongue.

The jungle type, where you start sweating just by standing still, was the worst for gate mining.

Not only the high humidity that caused sweat to bead all over your body as soon as you entered, but the ground was so muddy your feet would sink in.

But the people who had entered had no leisure to make sour expressions, walking briskly ahead instead.

The mining time was only five hours. To meet the quota within that time, they had to work diligently.
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I followed the others as they moved. The inside of the gate, from which many resources had already been extracted, was so desolate it could be called ruins.

Walking along the barren path without a single plant remaining, a massive mound of earth soon came into view. The people took off their backpacks there and took out their mining equipment.

You might normally think of mines when it comes to mining, but this place was different. Everything in this otherworldly dimension rich with mana was different from our world.

The miners each staked out their spots and took out their pickaxes.

I also reached into my backpack and took out a pickaxe.

Extending the collapsible handle and connecting it to the pickaxe head, the pickaxe was assembled.

Though it looked flimsy, from the pickaxe head to the handle, it was made entirely of gate byproducts.

Ordinary metals start corroding the moment they cross dimensions, and when they come into contact with the minerals here, they crumble like tofu. Costing millions of won, but it’s a pickaxe miners have to buy.

After assembling the pickaxe, the real mining began in earnest. The quota was 15kg. Any mana stones mined above that could be taken as our personal share, so everyone was digging the ground with fierce determination.

Of course, no matter how hard one worked, it wasn’t easy to meet that quota and take a personal share unless they had some special ability.

I quietly closed my eyes and focused my mind.

Perhaps because I possessed a psychic talent, I was unusually sensitive to the aura of mana. Especially after being overworked using my ability while with Seol Rok-jin, I became even more sensitive to mana.

Every object inside the gate contained mana. Even the air here contained mana to the point that ordinary senses couldn’t detect the mana stones alone.

But I could. Calmly sensing the mana, I distinguished its concentrations. As if peering into this world with sonar, I felt the locations of the mana stones buried underground.

Found them.

After digging with the pickaxe for a while, something caught on the tip.

I reached out and pulled out a mana stone.

The mana stone was transparent enough to allow sunlight to pass through it. In fact, the term ‘mana stone’ isn’t an accurate expression. Though it looks like a hard rock, this thing isn’t a mineral ore but energy coalesced into a solid form.

When mana stones first appeared, the person who discovered them is said to have exclaimed ‘eureka’ upon realizing the immense energy stored within them.

Before the formula to precisely control mana stone output was introduced ten years ago, mana stones were only used as an energy source for power plants.


Back then, it ended with the government taking the lead in the energy business and procuring mana stones.

But now that the output can be controlled, all sorts of everyday tools are being released with mana stones attached. Unlike other energy sources, they don’t cause environmental pollution, and since they can be supplied endlessly from gates, humans called this resource a blessing from God. Of course, there were also laborers whose lives were threatened by mana exposure during mining, but no consumers cared about that.

Mana stones were by far the most popular product among gate byproducts.

Since ordinary machinery didn’t work inside gates, mana stone mining relied entirely on manual labor. Normally, miners would spread out and comb the areas where mana stones were found.

But since mana stones were literally saturated with mana, I, being sensitive to mana, didn’t need to use such crude methods.

I put the mana stone into the pouch I had taken out of my backpack.

One down.

Since I could pinpoint their locations as if grasping them in my hand, filling the pouch was quick work.

In the past, I would have stopped here, but I took out another pouch. I didn’t intend to mind what others thought anymore.

“Huff, huff.”

Until the allowed five hours were up, everyone dug the ground relentlessly, breathing heavily.

When the mining time ended, the alarms we had set all went off simultaneously.

Only then did the people straighten their backs.

“Damn, it feels a little short.”

“If they gave us one more hour, wouldn’t that make a difference?”

“It’s because of the mana addiction, you know.”

Everyone had dissatisfied looks, but the time allotted to us was already over. Im Hyeon-su, who had approached me, clicked his tongue as he looked at me.

“Oh, wow. You really worked hard today, huh?”

“Haha, I was just lucky.”

While others barely filled one pouch, I had filled nearly two and a half pouches. Twice as much as the others.


No matter how clearly I knew the locations, I didn’t retrieve that much since there was a physical limit to how quickly I could dig the ground.

Im Hyeon-su muttered in a low voice as he looked at me:

“This isn’t just luck.”

As if echoing his words, people around me raised their voices while looking at my pouches.

“See, it’s like he found his own vein or something.”

“Do mana stones even have veins?”

“No, they’re formed by absorbing the surrounding mana, so they’re scattered individually. That’s what makes this even more strange.”

Sensing the piercing gazes around me, I silently turned away without a word.

Anyway, once I make money, I’m out of here. It didn’t matter to me what they were yapping about.

The years I had spent with Seol Rok-jin had considerably thickened my skin.

“Did you learn some special method we don’t know about?”

The experience from back then also helped me casually ignore Im Hyeon-su’s mocking laughter that seemed to scratch at my temper. Ignoring the people whispering about me, I followed the guide’s instructions out of the gate.

With a sensation of something sweeping over my body, I was suddenly outside.

As the hot and humid air disappeared, it really felt refreshing. The cool breeze pleasantly chilled my sweat-drenched body.

“Please place the mana stones you mined here.”

At the man’s words, we all took off the pouches from our backs and placed them on the scale. Our daily quota for mined mana stones was 15kg. Not many people exceeded that quota to receive additional incentives today either.

On the other hand, there were also those who failed to meet the quota.

“Um, could you please take a look just once more?”

It was Han Jo-hee. He didn’t look too well, it seemed. It appeared he had failed to meet the quota.

Han Jo-hee had only collected 12kg. Since he was 3kg short of the quota, the man shook his head.


“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. As you know, I’m just an employee too…”

“Oh dear, poor Jo-hee. His daily wage will be docked.”

Im Hyeon-su clicked his tongue next to me. I looked at my pouches. For me, who had filled two pouches to the brim, 3kg wasn’t much.

But was my situation good enough to help someone like this?

For now, I was struggling myself. Ah, whatever. My plan was to make quick money here and then leave anyway.

Helping that person wouldn’t improve anything. He’s someone unrelated to me, after all.

The thought that suddenly made me flinch was one the old me would have had, not me now.

The original me was meddlesome. Rough around the edges, but unable to refuse the hand of someone who said they needed help.

And Seol Rok-jin hated my meddlesomeness. He used to say that if I went around showing compassion here and there, I would eventually get into big trouble. And he personally ‘corrected’ my ‘bad habit.’

Seol Rok-jin gradually ruined the original me like that.

For a moment, a fierce rage welled up inside me.

Screw Seol Rok-jin.

“Wait a moment.”

I stepped forward and placed a few mana stones from my small pouch onto Han Jo-hee’s pouch.

“Huh?”

“Is this okay?”

“Well, it’s not that it’s not allowed…”

I gave Han Jo-hee a sidelong glance and quickly retreated. Han Jo-hee, who had been frozen with a dazed expression, belatedly looked at me and expressed his gratitude.

“Th-thank you.”

I shrugged and returned to the line. As soon as I rejoined the line, Im Hyeon-su grabbed my wrist and said,

“Are you out of your mind?”

I almost blurted out a curse without realizing it.

He must be angry because I interfered with Han Jo-hee, whom he had been seasoning, but to show it this openly.

Catching my gaze, Im Hyeon-su quickly added:

“You’re struggling to make a living yourself, so why help someone else?”

“I’m alone. I have more leeway than someone supporting a family.”

“Still, you shouldn’t do that again. It won’t improve anything by helping him like that. In fact, it would be better for him if you didn’t help.”

On the surface, it sounded like words said with my well-being in mind, but knowing Im Hyeon-su’s true nature, I could see right through him. Im Hyeon-su must be displeased that I helped Han Jo-hee. Because for him to be able to sell his ‘salvation’ trap, Han Jo-hee needed to fall deeper into the abyss.

“I just got lucky today.”

As disgusting as he was to the point of inducing curses just by looking at him, I couldn’t outwardly show it. We wouldn’t be seeing each other for long anyway.

Carrying my pouches, I followed to receive my wages.

The amount I received today was 1.3 million won.

It was a large sum for a day’s work, but considering the amount of mana stones I had handed over, it was by no means a large amount.

A mana stone the size of a fist would easily fetch over 100,000 won.

Even if I had given Han Jo-hee 3kg of mana stones, I had handed over more than 30kg.

To only receive this much for that many mana stones…

How much were they skimming off as ‘gate usage fees’?

I inwardly sighed.

I should go home and reconsider whether to continue this gate mining job.

Inside the truck headed back to the office, Han Jo-hee bowed his head to me several times in gratitude.

“Thank you. To be honest, when I realized I couldn’t meet the quota, I felt like the world was crashing down on me. As I mentioned earlier, there are suddenly a lot of places my money has to go these days…”

“I told you, I just got lucky today. I gave you some in case I jinxed myself by keeping it all.”

I drew a line. The reason I had helped Han Jo-hee was because I planned to soon leave this place. Unlike before, not minding what others thought was the reason I scooped up so many mana stones as well.

But even with my indifferent words, Han Jo-hee still seemed grateful to me.

“Let’s have dinner together. My treat.”

I was about to refuse, but free food wasn’t bad.

If I went back to that beggar’s dorm, all I could eat would be ramen anyway.

“Oh, can I join too?”

At Im Hyeon-su’s words, I quickly responded with a smiling face.

“Oh, Senior Hyeon-su. Since Senior Jo-hee is treating me, it might be a bit awkward if you join us.”

“Ah, Jo-hee only said he’s treating you. I’ll tag along and pay for myself.”

“If you’re there, Senior, it’ll be hard for me to enjoy the free meal comfortably, you know?”

At my words, Im Hyeon-su looked at me with a bewildered expression. The me he remembered must have been an inarticulate loser.

The others who had been watching stepped in between us.

“Come on, Hyeon-su. If you’re going to have dinner, let’s all go together. Maybe grab a drink too?”

“Yeah, yeah, sure.”

Even as he left with the seniors, Im Hyeon-su kept glancing sideways at me and Han Jo-hee.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 5

				
The restaurant at the workforce office was already packed with countless people.

People living paycheck to paycheck. Enduring the fatigue etched on their faces, they silently moved their spoons.

Me and Han Jo-hee squeezed into the remaining space. Unlike the other boisterous tables, the table where Han Jo-hee and I sat was filled with a suffocating silence.

Unable to bear this silence, Han Jo-hee tentatively spoke up.

“What do you want to eat?”

“Beef soup.”

“I said I’d treat you to a meal, but I’m sorry for bringing you to a place like this.”

Han Jo-hee said that with an embarrassed smile. For me, who had planned to eat just ramen at the dorm, this was practically a feast.

Even after ordering the food, silence still lingered between us.

Well, it’s not like we had become close enough to casually chat.

We had been working together for months now, but until today, I had never properly spoken with Han Jo-hee.

It wasn’t entirely Han Jo-hee’s fault. After graduating from the academy, I was deeply ashamed of ending up as a miner like this and didn’t try to get close to the people here either.

The only one who approached me, the loner who put up walls and kept his distance, was Im Hyeon-su, that bastard. And he probably wouldn’t have approached me either if not for the purpose of selling me out.

I quickly glanced at Han Jo-hee’s face.

While most people here had fatigue written all over their faces, Han Jo-hee’s condition seemed especially poor. His lips, turned blue from mana addiction, were cracked and bleeding in places, and his nails were also severely split.

At that level, just moving his body must have caused considerable pain.

He must be in dire need of money to bring his body in such a state.

It’s no wonder Im Hyeon-su has been drooling all over Han Jo-hee.

Unable to bear the suffocating silence any longer, Han Jo-hee reached for the remote.

“Ma’am, can I turn on the TV here?”


“Oh, feel free to watch.”

The TV Han Jo-hee turned on started playing the news.

[Regarding the announcement by the Sirius team, who have completed the conquest of the A-rank gate ‘Fire Dragon’s Nest’, Seol Rok-jin, the representative of Mirinaidang, said at the press conference that more detailed information needs to be disclosed in order to uphold the public’s right to know.]

After the announcer’s words, the screen switched to Seol Rok-jin’s face. Standing at the podium, Seol Rok-jin raised his voice.

[The Sirius Guild is concealing information about the conquering for their own benefit. They have overlooked the fact that gates are not mere objects to generate profits for large guilds, but potential threats that could endanger the lives of ordinary citizens.]

Even in his 40s, Seol Rok-jin possessed a radiant appearance that was rare among politicians, earning him a fandom. But in his early 30s now, his face seemed to shine even brighter.

He should have jumped into the entertainment industry instead of politics. Then maybe this nation of South Korea wouldn’t have walked the path of annihilation.

Just how many horrific deeds had been committed behind that seemingly benevolent face?

Unlike me, who lost my appetite the moment I saw Seol Rok-jin’s face, the restaurant ladies sitting nearby had contented smiles on their faces.

“Ah, really, just looking at his face is filling.”

“The way he speaks is so pleasant. Anyway, these big guilds are all blind to profit, as if getting rich alone is enough.”

With just a few words, he had portrayed the Sirius Guild, who had risked their lives conquering an A-rank gate, as a group blinded by greed.

After the gates appeared, the world’s people became divided into two groups: awakeners and non-awakeners. Those with power and those without. It was that simple a distinction, even though the number of non-awakeners was overwhelmingly larger.

South Korea was a nation of laws, and the ones making those laws were the non-awakeners.

South Korea was one of the few countries in the world to implement an awakener registration system early on, but that alone wasn’t enough to alleviate the public’s unease.

Why? Because awakeners were an unknown entity. Terrifying monsters incomprehensible to ordinary people.

So no matter how much awakeners claimed to exist for the sake of this world, non-awakeners couldn’t believe them.

Seol Rok-jin exploited that very fear.

A handsome mask, combined with eloquence as outstanding as his looks. And by saying only what the non-awakeners wanted to hear, of course people would be swayed.

Yeah, run wild while you can. I’ll be going to ruin your world soon enough.


Noticing my expression, Han Jo-hee asked:

“The food not agreeing with you?”

I lowered my voice to a whisper. 

“It’s just that there’s someone on TV who completely kills my appetite.”

Han Jo-hee nodded in understanding and said:

“Among awakeners, there probably isn’t anyone who likes that guy.”

Having pursued policies hostile toward awakeners, Seol Rok-jin was indeed highly unpopular among them, as Han Jo-hee said. Not just unpopular, but he had actually been the target of terror attempts several times. Seol Rok-jin used those terror attempts to his advantage as he pleased.

Han Jo-hee sighed and added:

“For me, it doesn’t matter either way, but I wish the world could become a better place for my younger brother Seo-hyeon at least.”

“Seo-hyeon, the brother you mentioned earlier today?”

At my words, Han Jo-hee’s face brightened. Just thinking about his brother seemed to light up his expression. They must have a really good relationship. But that bright expression soon turned gloomy again.

“Yeah. He needs practice items this time, and I have to get those for him. The rent hike is a big issue, but the items are the real problem.”

While charging exorbitant tuition fees, the Hunter Academy was reasonably well-stocked with basic practice items like potions for treating injuries or virtual gate simulators for training.

But of course, there were also items the academy didn’t provide support for. It seemed Han Jo-hee’s brother had a talent that required such special items.

“I have to figure out a way.”

Han Jo-hee bit his lip hard. Since practice items weren’t cheap, it must have been a significant burden.

Regardless, this wasn’t my problem. My meddling today by helping him was enough.

“…Come to think of it, there’s a rumor that you graduated from Babel Academy. Is that true?”

At those words, I blinked twice. It was a question I never expected to come from Han Jo-hee’s mouth.

“Where did you hear that from?”


“Just, here and there. Sorry, since you didn’t mention it directly…”

Han Jo-hee trailed off. Well, how could I blame him for the rumor about my background spreading?

Seeing my sullen expression, Han Jo-hee quickly added:

“I didn’t mean anything bad by it, I was just curious. To be honest, it’s rare to see a Babel graduate here.”

“I did graduate from Babel.”

I shrugged and added.

“Well, it’s not common to see a Babel dropout either.”

Babel Academy was considered the top hunter academy in this Seoul, no, in all of South Korea.

The entrance requirement alone was being an awakener with at least C-rank potential.

It was extraordinary for a Babel graduate like me to end up as a mere mana stone miner. Normally, Babel graduates all became successful hunters. Even if not active field hunters, they usually secured decent positions for themselves.

Babel Academy was indeed a remarkable academy, praised just for graduating from it. It’s just that there were also dropouts like me among its graduates.

Well, as long as Han Jo-hee didn’t ask that question to mock me for falling all the way here after graduating from Babel, I could satisfy his curiosity.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I was just…”

Han Jo-hee desperately tried to salvage the ruined atmosphere.

“I just think it’s amazing. You’re still persevering in your own way. And you even helped me out…”

Han Jo-hee continued speaking.

“To be honest, I resented being born as an ‘awakener’. To be precise, I resented being born with this kind of talent. I wish I had been born with a more amazing talent instead. What am I supposed to do with this measly talent?”

Han Jo-hee had a surprisingly gloomy personality. I blinked quietly, spoon in hand.

Can I even eat this meal?

Han Jo-hee’s words continued.

“And when my brother was born, I was honestly insanely jealous of him. I was born destined to be called a half-baked awakener for life, but he has an A-rank talent.”

A-rank talent, no less.

Just who was Han Jo-hee’s brother?

“But he’s also incredibly kind. Genuinely incredibly kind, to the point of sincerely doting on someone lacking and half-baked like me, calling me his brother…”

“Don’t say things like that.”

Seeing Han Jo-hee’s dejected face, I couldn’t just stay silent.

“The truly amazing person is you, isn’t it? You’re sacrificing your life like this for your brother’s sake. You sincerely care about your brother.”

“If he does well, I’ll do well too.”

“How many people think that way? Even among families, there are plenty who abandon each other. And it’s not like you’re just using him either.”

What I saw before me was simply a man in his mid-20s groaning under the weight of life. What sin could he have committed? I had no intention of mocking Han Jo-hee, who was doing his best to live.

Even if I couldn’t save him, I wanted to offer him sincere consolation.

“You’re already doing your best. Don’t blame yourself for not doing better.”

As Han Jo-hee said, his brother would probably succeed faster than Han Jo-hee himself.

“Come to think of it, with an A-rank talent, he could have entered Babel too.”

And at Babel, all educational costs were free. Whether practice items were needed or anything else, if his brother had entered Babel, he wouldn’t have had to bear any personal expenses. They even provided living expenses for families in some cases, so if Han Jo-hee’s brother had gone to Babel, Han Jo-hee wouldn’t have had to struggle like this.

“Seo-hyeon was born with the black magic talent.”

“Ah.”

That one statement explained everything.

At Babel Academy, there was a truly narrow-minded person. Because of that stuffy woman, who knew how many promising talents had been missed.

Deluding herself into thinking she was an angel’s representative, she mercilessly expelled any talent that deviated from her set standards.

There was a reason why Babel Academy, the top academy in South Korea, couldn’t make it on the world stage.

Regardless, at Babel, that witch’s words were absolute, and children who didn’t meet her standards were never admitted into Babel’s embrace.

“Of course, there were people who offered to sponsor my brother, but they always left out the condition that he would have to live like a dog for a few years after graduating from the academy.”

“That’s not a place to go to then. It’s better to receive an official nomination after graduating, even if it’s a bit difficult.”

“That’s what I think too. So I’m enduring a little longer.”

Despite his blue, mana addiction-stricken lips, Han Jo-hee smiled brightly.

It left a bitter taste in my mouth. This world had far too many people like this. People who lived for tomorrow while harboring hope.

And there were also far too many people who trampled on these kinds of people to further their own selfish desires.

“Don’t trust Im Hyeon-su too much.”

That was the extent of the advice I could give Han Jo-hee.

* * *

After the uncomfortable meal with Han Jo-hee, my phone in my pocket rang as I headed home.

“Conquest complete.

When are you free?

Let’s grab a meal. Need to talk.”

The moment I saw that text, I couldn’t help but freeze up.

The person who sent that text was none other than my closest friend, whom I had… no, whom I had killed.

It was Jeong Ho-san.
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I met Jeong Ho-san when I was seven years old, at the orphanage.

Having lost my parents due to a gate incident that had occurred, I encountered Jeong Ho-san, who had drifted there around the same time for a different reason.

To be honest, my first impression of him was the worst. Despite being in the same situation as me, the fact that he was grinning without a single tear stain really rubbed me the wrong way.

What did a guy who had nothing have to be so cheerful about every day? Having lost his parents too.

Unlike me, living in this crumbled world after losing everything overnight, Jeong Ho-san seemed perfectly fine. I was envious of that.

But the moment I saw him silently crying at dawn, I realized that Jeong Ho-san was just like me. He had simply been putting on a brave front because he didn’t want to appear weak.

I never told anyone what I had seen that day. I kept it a secret from Jeong Ho-san himself too. I thought he might feel embarrassed, and I just didn’t want to say it.

After that day, I stopped putting up thorns around Jeong Ho-san.

Still, I never thought we would become this close…

My connection with him lasted a long time. Just as we had lost our parents around the same time, Jeong Ho-san and I manifested our talents around the same time too.

Until we enrolled in the academy, he was always part of the future I envisioned. But as I attended the academy and eventually graduated, my thoughts began to change.

Unlike me, who couldn’t become a proper hunter and was just scraping by, Jeong Ho-san, with his A-rank physical enhancement talent, was immediately scouted by the <Crimson Hound> guild, ranked 5th in South Korea, upon graduating from the academy.

While it was natural for Jeong Ho-san to be in my future, it was unnatural for me to be in his future.

As I matured, I came to realize the reality. I didn’t belong with him. A piece of trash with a talent so lacking that I couldn’t even become a hunter couldn’t be friends with him.

Jeong Ho-san was unbearably kind and looked after even someone like me, calling me his friend, but in the end, as I had expected, our friendship only pushed him toward death.

So, not anymore.

In this second life, I planned to completely sever my ties with him.

Wasn’t I going to become a villain anyway? It would be better for him to live without ever knowing my existence.

After deleting the text on my phone, I blocked Jeong Ho-san’s contact.

Tossing my phone onto the bed, I took a shower first. No matter how much easier I had mined compared to others, it was still a jungle-type gate, so my entire body reeked of sweat.


I threw the stinky clothes into the washing machine and hung them up on the rooftop to dry. No one would bother stealing these worn-out training clothes.

After doing the laundry, I cleaned up the mess inside the room.

I had been too distracted after realizing I had been revived to take a proper look around, but if I had stayed here any longer, I would have suffocated.

My mind, which had enjoyed the high-class life for years, was screaming in anguish.

While my body, fatigued from labor, demanded rest, I couldn’t sleep in a place like this.

Once I had gathered up everything emitting that musty odor inside the cramped dorm room, I could finally breathe a bit easier.

“Now I can live here.”

It was time to ponder the future.

What I planned to do required money. A lot of money. To remove Seol Rok-jin and the corrupt higher-ups of South Korea, many things were needed.

The 1.3 million won I had earned today was no small sum, but it was still woefully inadequate compared to the amount I was aiming for.

“After deducting living expenses, there’s really nothing left.”

I couldn’t achieve my goal by slowly saving up like this.

“I didn’t want to resort to this method if I could help it.”

The answer was simple.

If I couldn’t earn it, I would borrow it.

* * *

The bank clerk who examined my face spoke with a tense expression, “I’m sorry, sir. I tried looking into it, but with your conditions…”

“There are no loans I can receive?”

“Yes.”

The clerk gulped at my gaze. His frightened expression was pitiful. Without realizing it, my face must have become quite menacing. As soon as my gaze landed on him, the clerk quickly started speaking.


“Despite being an awakener, you see, you’re not currently affiliated with any guild, so…”

He droned on and on, but the gist was, ‘You’re not the kind of awakener worth any money.’

The primary financial institutions were indeed merciless.

Even as awakeners, those who couldn’t become hunters were not treated well. Especially someone like me wearing an identification tag around my neck.

The clerk’s hand was placed under the desk, ready to call security at any moment, as he glanced at the identification tag on my neck.

Who was treating me like a potential criminal? Well, I was one, to be fair.

In the end, I had no choice but to leave the bank empty-handed.

Fortunately, there was still one more place for me to borrow money from.

[Push N Cash]

It had a name that made it sound like they would squeeze out your internal organs to get their money back if you didn’t pay, but for now, this was my only option.

Unlike the banks, which appeared decent on the outside, the entrance to this place was so rundown that it reminded me of an underground gate with no exit.

The one who greeted me at the entrance was a man with a face resembling a bulldog. As soon as he saw me, he flashed a bright smile that didn’t suit his face at all.

“Welcome, sir. Are you here for a loan?”

The moment I heard that gentle voice contrasting with his face, a chill ran down my spine.

“Y, yes.”

The man gave me a broad smile as I stuttered my response.

A face that anyone would label as an easy mark.

“I see. You look like one of our awakener customers at a glance?”

Noticing the identification tag around my neck, the man lightly chuckled as he rubbed the back of his own neck.

Unlike the primary financial institutions that had visibly shied away from me for being a psychic awakener, this man seemed to welcome the fact that I was an awakener. Well, at a place like this, they could probably use me in all sorts of ways.


With an unsettling smile, the man led me down the hallway.

“Now, our team leader will try his best to accommodate your situation, so don’t be too nervous.”

How reassuring that a loan shark would consider my circumstances.

The man left me in front of a black door.

The ‘team leader’ he had mentioned must be inside this black door.

Letting out a soft breath, I opened the door as is.

“Excuse me.”

Upon opening the door and entering, I found a neat office with a dark tone. Inside was a man in his early 30s, dressed in a crisp three-piece suit.

He looked younger than his ‘team leader’ title would suggest. At most, he seemed to be in his late 20s or early 30s. And even that early 30s estimate was due to the suit that perfectly accentuated his slender build, making him look older – his face alone made him look like a complete youngster.

For such a youngster to be the head of a place like this.

“Are you here for a loan?”

“Y, yes.”

At my response, the man gestured toward the sofa. I sat down awkwardly, and the man kindly spoke up.

“Would you like something to drink?”

“Ah, no, I’m good.”

This team leader who introduced himself as Choi In-hyeok had a much better demeanor than the man who had guided me here.

Unlike that man with a rough face that would make anyone think he was ‘that kind of person’, Choi In-hyeok seemed like an ordinary office worker on the outside. But considering his young age and ‘team leader’ position, there must be a side to this man that he was hiding too.

The man handed me a blank form.

“Please fill this out first.”

I had to fill in everything from my name and date of birth to the school I graduated from and my family relations.

Not that it mattered since I had no relatives, but this certainly wasn’t a place I could visit with a light heart.

Eyes as sharp as a snake’s swept over my body. I guess a good appearance was just a disguise after all. Pretending not to notice that gaze, I calmly filled out the form with a composed expression.

Looking over the completed form, the man’s eyes lit up.

“You’re a Babel graduate awakener.”

The way his eyes scanned me up and down was quite unsettling.

“If you had become a hunter, you wouldn’t have ended up here.”

Tapping his own neck, the man grinned, baring his teeth.

“What kind of talent do you have to be wearing that?”

It sounded like a casual muttering, but it was clearly a question. While there was no field for my talent on the form, as long as I wore this damn identification tag around my neck, it was an unavoidable question.

“Low-frequency emission. Only good for shooing flies away. It’s pretty much useless against humans.”

But there was no need for me to honestly reveal my talent here. Since this wasn’t a government agency, they wouldn’t be able to properly look up my talent information, so I could get by with a vague lie.

While impossible if I had become a hunter, as someone who didn’t, I could freely make up my talent.

The man frowned at my words.

“They make you wear that for something that minor?”

“Well, they said there’s a slight possibility it could affect the human brain.”

At my words, Choi In-hyeok stroked his chin. He seemed doubtful of what I said, but he had no way to immediately verify my lie.

To check my talent, he would have to go through the Awakener Association. Unlike primary financial institutions, this place wouldn’t have direct access to that information. Even acquiring it illegally would take some time.

I inwardly gulped.

“With that as collateral, the maximum is 130 million won. But in return, you’ll have to pay an annual interest rate of up to 40%, with the standard interest being up to 5 million won.”

Choi In-hyeok’s speech, which had suddenly dropped the honorifics, was quite grating, but the amount was larger than I expected.

“I recommend the 5 million option, so which one would you like?”

Before Choi In-hyeok had even finished his question, I immediately shouted, “130 million won.”

At my words, Choi In-hyeok’s brow twitched.

“The interest will be quite burdensome.”

Having said that, Choi In-hyeok quickly added, “You know there’s no repayment for the first three months, right?”

As expected of those damned usurers. They were bound to make me pay at least three months’ worth of interest no matter what. As expected of these leeches draining the common folk.

“That’s 4,333,333 won in interest alone every month. The 15th of next month will be your first repayment date. Are you sure you can manage?”

After spelling out the amount, Choi In-hyeok stared intently at my face. It was an amount that would leave an ordinary commoner gasping for breath, but to me, whose guts had thickened from working under Seol Rok-jin, it was no big deal.

Seol Rok-jin’s extravagance with money had been something else. There were times when he would blow through billions or tens of billions in just a few minutes.

At my composed expression, Choi In-hyeok showed a slightly surprised look. He must be wondering why a guy who didn’t seem to have a single penny to his name could act so confidently.

Staring straight back into Choi In-hyeok’s eyes as if asking ‘What’s the problem?’, the corners of his mouth slowly curled upwards.

“Hmm, whatever you are, as long as you repay our money on time, there’s no problem. But listen, sir. If you’re even a penny short, if you’re even a day late. Then, even if I have to strip you down to your guts, I will come to collect my money.”

Despite such a warning, Choi In-hyeok handed the money over to me quite readily in the end.

I did have to provide the serial number of my identification tag as collateral, but that was it.

Choi In-hyeok’s easy lending honestly surprised me a bit.

Is this guy actually an easy mark?

Confirming the weight of my bag, I smiled.

130 million won. 40% annual interest rate?

Yeah, I just won’t repay it.
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Knock, knock.

“Hyung-nim*, may I come in?” (tl/n: while ‘nim’ is honorific word and ‘hyung’ means older brothers/family members/friends, – but ‘hyung-nim’ is used as a term for calling one’s ‘mob boss,’ ‘crime boss,’ or ‘Don’)

“Not hyung-nim, team leader. And what’s the point of asking after already coming in?”

“Sh, should I leave?”

Choi In-hyeok frowned as he looked at Kim Du-sik hanging on the door, with a flustered expression. It was downright creepy for someone not even remotely cute to act like that.

“You’ve already come in, so what’s the point of leaving now.”

“Hehehe.”

No matter how cutely that burly, nearly 190cm tall man with a crew cut laughed, it was just gross.

Choi In-hyeok didn’t particularly like people who tarnished the company’s image like that. If he could, he would have kicked those unsightly faces out of this establishment, but for Choi In-hyeok, who was under his father’s tight control, that was impossible.

Even after carefully selecting and bringing in the more decent ones, if this was the result, Choi In-hyeok couldn’t help but lightly grumble as he looked at Kim Du-sik’s face, which was as swollen as if he had been submerged in water for three or four days.

“I told you not to come in here as much as possible. It’s an eyesore.”

At Choi In-hyeok’s words, Kim Du-sik pouted as if offended.

That might have earned him some ‘cuteness’ points in the field, but Choi In-hyeok found this uncalled-for coyness extremely displeasing.

“Just state your business.”

At Choi In-hyeok’s irritated voice, Kim Du-sik quickly got to the point.

“You approved that guy’s loan application earlier. I was wondering if there was perhaps a good reason I didn’t know about.”

“Why, did you think I handed out loans willy-nilly?”

“No, sir, no, team leader! It’s not that I don’t trust you! But he just looked like a total scammer at first glance…”

With a skinny build like he hadn’t had a proper meal, shabby attire, and those elongated eyes that just looked delinquent, to Kim Du-sik, who had been in this business for years enough to ‘recite poems of the pleasures of the flesh’, the guy seemed to have highly suspicious credit.

And yet he had been loaned over 100 million won.


Of course, even if they lost all that money, it wouldn’t lead to the downfall of ‘Push N Cash’, but Kim Du-sik just couldn’t understand why the boss, who usually screened others so well, had lent money to a guy like that.

Unable to just ignore it, thinking the boss who valued him so highly would scold him, he had no choice but to bring it up.

Fortunately, instead of getting angry, Kim Du-sik’s boss Choi In-hyeok let out a chuckle.

“Well, that might be the normal way of thinking. But my eyes saw something different.”

Saying that, Choi In-hyeok asked Kim Du-sik, “Did you see what was around his neck?”

“Yes, I saw it.”

The shackles worn by awakeners who had manifested psychic abilities. Kim Du-sik wasn’t an awakener himself, but he was well aware of them. These days, wasn’t the electronic collar seen as more dangerous than electronic anklets?

Then a thought crossed Kim Du-sik’s mind.

Aha!

“You’re going to sell him off in the black market?”

At Kim Du-sik’s refreshingly straightforward words, Choi In-hyeok made a disgusted expression.

“Who do you think engages in human trafficking?”

“Oh, but last time you said…”

He was pretty sure he had been told to sell off the guy who couldn’t pay his debt.

“He’s still our valued customer, our customer. We can’t just sell off a customer.”

“Then why the heck…”

So he didn’t expect the guy to be unable to repay the loan when he lent it out?

“Guys who wear those things usually have that look of having given up on life, you know? Well, they can’t really do much with those things on, can they?”

Choi In-hyeok’s words made Kim Du-sik nod his head. Just by wearing the identification tag, non-awakeners saw them as potential criminals, making it impossible to get a normal job.

“But that guy’s eyes were different. They were so brazenly defiant that I almost felt like gouging them out.”


“Sir! Even so, if you gouged out his eyes…”

“Don’t worry, I don’t just gouging out eyes willy-nilly either. Like they’re that cheap to gouge out.”

Nonchalantly telling a horrific tale, Choi In-hyeok curled his lips as he recalled the face of the ‘valued customer’ who had been sitting here just a moment ago.

Like Kim Du-sik, who had led countless customers to the entrance of this bottomless pit, Choi In-hyeok, seated on the throne of this swamp, had a sense for distinguishing those who would make money from those who wouldn’t.

And that sense told him that the guy in front of him was someone who would become big.

“I don’t know what he plans to do with that money, but it seemed like it would be interesting.”

The common folk who borrowed money for mundane reasons like medical bills or living expenses for the next month were just tedious.

But that guy was different.

130 million won.

It was a large sum to blow on mere entertainment, but Choi In-hyeok wasn’t worried.

“Well, even if he can’t repay it, we’ll just get it back our way, won’t we?”

If the guy turned out to be too small-minded to meet his expectations, as Kim Du-sik said, they could just strip him down and sell him off somewhere.

Choi In-hyeok had no idea how much this debt of 130 million won would fray his nerves in the future.

* * *

I smiled as I looked at the bag in my hand. Finally, I had secured the funds to put my plan into action. Still, I didn’t feel completely at ease.

Nothing good comes from getting entangled with loan sharks. Especially for a bad customer like me, who planned to embezzle the borrowed money.

These folks are relentlessly tenacious. More than the money itself, having a precedent of a customer ripping them off was a fatal blow in their business. If such an unfavorable precedent was set, they would be looked down upon in the area, so they would become obsessed with finding the person who embezzled their money, no matter what.

If they were this intense over a mere million won loan, I, who had swindled 130 million won, would probably be hounded by them for debt collection even in the afterlife.

But I had a plan of my own.

With the funds secured, I moved forward without hesitation.


The scenery of the long-abandoned subway station was downright eerie. Peeled paint revealing rusted pillars, broken sidewalk tiles, and trash strewn about – in this dilapidated space, I searched for the entrance leading underground.

After the appearance of gates, most subway systems were shut down.

There were various reasons for this. First, if a gate emerged underground, it would be catastrophic. Second, with monster attacks constantly severing routes, there weren’t enough resources to maintain and repair them. There were probably other reasons too, but essentially, it was because of the gates.

In any case, subways and underground passages ended up becoming relics of the past.

But for everyone, subways didn’t become relics of the past. Although officially shut down, there were still many who used these subway lines.

From those who had lost their homes and jobs for various reasons and become homeless, to runaway teenagers.

Even dropouts from life who didn’t want anyone’s attention.

But no matter what anyone said, the ones who utilized this underground space the most were criminal organizations.

It was only natural for a black market to emerge in this ant colony-like maze of spaces, where people needed to avoid prying eyes.

The black market inside the subway lines periodically changed locations to avoid crackdowns. But there was still a central core station.

The path leading to the black market started from Gasan Digital Complex Station, where I had just entered.

The gate break incident near Daelim Station was recorded as the disaster that caused the most casualties in South Korea.

The gate just happened to appear underground, and it went unnoticed by anyone until it broke, releasing insect-type monsters that were venomous, to make matters worse.

The insect-type monsters burrowed into the underground area and multiplied before swarming out.

Resembling queen ants, the insect-type monsters turned that entire area into a wasteland through sheer numbers. Thanks to the weakened ground, the area around Daelim Station completely subsided over 2 meters, causing property damage in the billions of won.

Fortunately, the awakeners managed to exterminate the monsters, but the problem was the venom from their corpses. Even ten years after the incident, the Daelim Station area was still a no-entry zone.

Of course, there were those who didn’t care about the contamination and came and went as they pleased.

In any case, after being devastated like that, all sorts of criminals engaged in illegal activities started congregating in this area. Being officially prohibited from entry due to toxic substances meant this place was unofficially a ‘free zone’.

Naturally, the area around Daelim gained the stigma of being a crime-ridden area, which was enough to drive ordinary citizens away. The Gasan Digital Complex Station area I was walking through now was similar.

The unmanaged interior of the subway was utter darkness.

I pulled down the baseball cap I had prepared and turned on the flashlight hanging from my jacket.

A flashlight was essential in this pitch-black darkness where you couldn’t see a palm in front of your face.

Unlike the relatively intact exterior, everything inside here was in complete disarray. Mud that had flowed in whenever it rained, discarded objects left shattered and broken, were strewn about haphazardly.

I descended from the platform where people used to line up and began walking along the railroad tracks.

With each step I took, my footsteps echoed within the railway. At intervals, I shone my flashlight on the walls to check them. Various scribbles covered the walls.

Meaningless propaganda slogans like ‘Government, awaken!’ or ‘Awakeners, begone!’, amateurish graffiti, and among them, arrows that caught my eye. These arrows were the signposts leading to the black market.

The arrows, drawn with a dye that would fade after a certain time, pointed to the current location of the black market.

To be precise, its entrance.

What the arrows pointed to was a solid wall with nothing else. The black market was right behind this wall.

The way to enter was simple.

As I raised my hand and knocked on the wall, it began glowing blue.

A new technology that emerged in this world after the appearance of gates – magic engineering. For first-timers to the black market, just this entrance alone would make them wet their pants (not that I did when I first came here in the past).

This was a kind of show.

That this black market was under the management of someone who could casually use such technology.

A hidden space began to reveal itself, glowing. I quickly stepped inside.

The wall that had swallowed my body closed up tightly, as if it had never been open.

I walked along the wall. Unlike the completely unlit railway, the inside here was so bright it was almost blinding. I turned off my flashlight.

The faint signs of people I had sensed earlier were now drawing closer. Boisterous chatter and commotion. Well, that’s how markets are, black market or not. Since it was fundamentally a place where people gathered, this din was unavoidable, like any marketplace.

Following the sounds of people for a while,

The black market came into my view.

Even called a black market, its appearance wasn’t anything special. It closely resembled the night markets of Southeast Asia.

The scattered lights, the stalls lined up in rows, and so on.

Of course, the items being sold were vastly different from those night markets.

Teeming with criminals from all over the country and hunters looking to buy goods, the black market was bustling with commotion.

“Whew.”

Now, the real thing begins.
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The first place I headed to in the black market was the currency exchange.

It was best to exchange cash for tokens right away when coming to the black market.

Not only were there no thieves quite like the ones here, but carrying around the bulky cash was extremely inconvenient.

Of course, the tokens weren’t completely safe from thieves either, but they had built-in tracking devices, and without an identification code, they couldn’t be exchanged back into cash at the currency exchange, making them far safer than cash.

It was packed with people like me who had brought money from the outside to exchange. After lining up for about ten minutes, it was finally my turn.

I placed the money bag on the table.

The woman wearing sunglasses behind the wire mesh looked up at me.

“Would you like to exchange everything?”

“Yes.”

“What denominations?”

“Ten sheets of the middle denomination. Thirty sheets of the small ones.”

I exchanged all the 130 million won I had brought for tokens.

Taking the money from me, the woman fed it into a money counting machine. She didn’t forget to periodically take out bills to check for counterfeits.

It wasn’t for no reason that the woman wore sunglasses. The artifact blocking psychic skills might look ordinary, but it was a precious item worth tens or even hundreds of millions of won.

The brief thought crossed my mind – what if the loan sharks had given me counterfeit bills? But fortunately, seeing no issues, the woman handed me the tokens.

“The identification code is C-198.”

After receiving the tokens, I exited the currency exchange.

With the money exchanged, it was time to properly tour the black market.

The stalls near the entrance of the black market sold hunter-related goods that could commonly be found outside as well.

From recovery potions with mysterious but decent effects, to weapons and armor frequently found in regular equipment shops.


Surprisingly ordinary items for a place called the ‘black market’. But why had I come here and paid the expensive fees?

Well, the routes through which these items were obtained were quite unsavory.

Seeing a man pick up an armor piece with what looked like dried bloodstains still on it and frown, I inwardly clicked my tongue.

Those were definitely stolen goods, 100%. Whether from the deceased or the injured, they were items that should have been handed over to the families, but had been embezzled instead.

Only awakeners could enter gates. The saying ‘what happens in the gate stays in the gate’ didn’t arise for no reason.

Families who couldn’t even enter the gates had no way to assert ownership over those items.

That’s how such stolen goods came about.

They would feed some excuse to the bereaved families while lining their own pockets.

I too had disposed of such stolen goods several times before.

At the resurfacing memory, I quickly moved my feet onward.

Heading deeper inside, stalls with an atmosphere more befitting of what people imagined a ‘black market’ to be started appearing.

First, the atmosphere was completely different.

Unlike that alley over there with the stench of people, this area was deathly silent to the point of being suffocating.

But this atmosphere was actually more familiar to me.

I readjusted the baseball cap I was wearing. From here on, I had to stay fully alert.

I looked around the stalls. Unlike the stores over there that openly displayed their wares and accepted haggling, this area had a closed-off atmosphere.

I also spotted a few shops with tall walls set up around them. The place I was headed was even more secluded than the shops present here.

The moment I set foot on the path leading there, a man blocked my way.

“Looks like you’ve taken the wrong path.”

Glancing at my face, the man said that with a slight curl of his lips, as if a youngster like me couldn’t enter this place. In response to the man’s words, I calmly continued speaking.


“Oh, really? What about someone who was introduced here?”

“By who?”

“Director Baek.”

At my words, the man’s brows twitched. A look of disbelief that a small fry like me would know that name.

So even in this era, that name still held weight, huh.

“He said there was a problem solver here who could handle my issue.”

Although the man’s eyes were still filled with doubt even after I said that, I brazenly held my head high.

Giving me a displeased look, the man obediently opened the path for me.

If I had been Seol Rok-jin’s lap dog barking in the open, then Baek Do-san was the hunting dog following Seol Rok-jin’s orders in the shadows.

He might still be walking his own path without joining Seol Rok-jin’s ranks yet, but it wouldn’t be long before he became Seol Rok-jin’s one and only dog.

In any case, not many people knew this name.

At the name I had uttered, the man had obediently opened the path for me. Since there was signal jamming inside the black market, the man couldn’t use his phone to inquire about my identity with others.

A lie that would be exposed in a matter of hours, but for those few hours, it was the truth that mattered.

Unlike the other shops lined up stall-style, this place could only be reached by following a completely walled-off corridor.

Meaning it was a location difficult to access even within this black market.

The one who greeted me at this hard-to-reach place was a man with curly hair and thick-rimmed glasses, looking like a cartoon character.

“Oh, a customer.”

Styling himself as a ‘professor’ researching technology should, the man had quite a bizarre taste.

Right before my eyes was the Professor Geum I remembered from my old memories. This crazy machine maniac who insisted on being called ‘professor’ had an uneducated side that made you wonder if he had even properly attended school, let alone obtained a doctoral degree. But when it came to these kinds of tasks, he was certainly a professor.

“What brings you to see me?”


“I want to remove this.”

I tapped the identification tag on my neck as I looked at the professor. At those words, a glint appeared in Professor Geum’s eyes.

“Oho, an interesting task has come in. Is that one of the new 3rd generation leashes?”

“Not a leash, it’s an identification tag.”

“That’s just the way non-awakeners see it. The government has put a leash on you guys to keep you from running wild. So they can rein you in if you do.”

Professor Geum’s words were precise. I shrugged my shoulders.

“Living with this thing on must really suck, but either way, it’s the government that put it on you. Kid, do you know what will happen if you remove it?”

“Well, at the very least, I won’t be able to go out into the world with my original name, right?”

Professor Geum snickered at my words. He still saw me as a youngster, but oh well. The current me really was a youngster.

“I heard you provide follow-up services here too.”

“That service is expensive.”

“I was prepared to become a criminal, but not to be socially buried as well.”

At my words, Professor Geum chuckled with amusement.

“Well, that’s true, but this has become a bit troublesome. The guy who usually handles that just happened to be away.”

“Even a pre-made one would be fine.”

In any case, I planned to keep changing my identity. A single identity wouldn’t be enough for what I had planned.

“What if it’s a different race?”

“Hmm, that would be a bit…”

This wouldn’t work.

“Hand me over something temporary to use, and in return, I’ll have to come back here in a week.”

A week later. Enough time for the people here to see through my lie about Director Baek. Perhaps I shouldn’t have told that lie?

But if not for that lie, I wouldn’t have been able to enter this place at all.

In any case, what was important now was removing this identification tag, this ‘leash’ as Professor Geum called it.

“Follow me.”

Professor Geum led me into an inner room, which had dozens of machine-like devices lined up that looked like torture equipment. Among them was a terribly designed iron chair that I wouldn’t want to sit on even if I was about to die.

The chair, with a design resembling tangled snakes, even had iron chains attached to restrain the hands and feet.

‘Terrible taste as always.’

The chair’s grotesque design was simply due to that eccentric professor’s preferences.

The first time I had come here, I had trembled in fear, thinking Seol Rok-jin would torture and kill me in this very place.

“Sit there.”

At Professor Geum’s words, I quickly went and sat in the chair.

“Unexpectedly fearless. Everyone usually trembles the first time they see this place.”

“I guess those people lacked guts.”

“Haha, I like that answer.”

Saying that, Professor Geum brought over a machine from the corner.

The machine, covered in rust here and there with the wiring exposed, looked decades old at the very least.

Especially the blade at the end of the machine – it was so caked with some unknown substance, be it blood or rust, that the blade itself was barely visible.

Though I seemed to recall the machine being in better condition the previous times I had come here on Seol Rok-jin’s orders.

Noticing my furrowed brow at the state of the machine, Professor Geum let out an awkward cough before quickly taking out a towel from his waist and wiping the blade clean.

“Aren’t you going to sterilize it?”

“The blade won’t be touching your skin.”

“What if it does?”

“Have you had your tetanus shot?”

Giving me a look of disgust, Professor Geum said with an embarrassed expression, “It might look like this, but it’s still a cutting-edge machine.”

I wanted to immediately retort, but as the professor said, it was indeed a rather sophisticated machine.

Pushing up the goggles hanging around his neck, Professor Geum stood behind the machine. As the professor pressed the intricately arranged buttons, the machine started moving.

Simultaneously, the blade attached to the machine began spinning madly.

“Insane.”

It was such a mesmerizing sight that the curse slipped out involuntarily.

“Keep your eyes forward.”

Although Professor Geum said that, it was harder to keep my eyes forward. No matter how prepared I was, having that sharp blade approach my neck was an ordeal I could barely endure.

If that machine deviated even slightly here, it would be the end for me.

Awakeners with physical enhancement abilities might be completely unfazed, but for someone with mediocre abilities like me, there was no choice but to cower.

I grit my teeth.

Please let this end quickly.

Like a child whining at the dentist because of a cavity, only whimpering sounds came out of me. Yes, please let this end quickly.

Unlike me, drenched in cold sweat from the tension, Professor Geum calmly scraped off the insulation and removed the wires with a solemn expression.

Tick, tick, as soon as the insulation was stripped away, a strange sound came from the signal device inside. The moment that sound occurred, Professor Geum quickly inserted a signal jammer between the wires.

The instant the wires were cut, the signal being transmitted to the central headquarters was blocked.

Having come this far, half the battle was already over. All that remained was cutting off this damn sturdy leash.

“Damn it.”

Seeing the massive blade approaching me, I squeezed my eyes shut.
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The procedure to remove the identification tag was over in an instant.

That’s it?!

I wiped the cold sweat beaded on my forehead while inwardly shouting that in an attempt to reassure myself.

It had been so long since I had returned that the lightness of my neckline felt strange. Holding my identification tag, Professor Geum looked at me with an expectant expression.

What, what did he want?

Seeming disappointed at my nonchalant expression, Professor Geum grumbled.

“When people get their leashes removed, they usually get all excited and shout. Thank me profusely, even bow their heads to the floor in gratitude.”

“Sorry for the lack of reaction.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine.”

He said it was fine, but his face looked quite displeased. In any case, he was a strange fellow.

“You said Do-san sent you, so where are you from?”

How did he hear that? The signal jammer should have blocked phone signals.

As if answering my question, Professor Geum took out a machine resembling a smartphone from his pocket.

“Did you really think such a simple signal jammer would work on someone who specializes in this?”

So he had already heard the lie I had told. And yet he calmly performed the procedure with an unfazed expression. At my nonplussed look, Professor Geum continued speaking.

“Tell me where you heard that guy’s name. If you don’t, I’ll reactivate your identification tag. I can escape somehow, but you’ll be in quite a predicament if you become a government fugitive.”

At Professor Geum’s words, I realized I was caught with no way out. He must have removed my identification tag with this very moment in mind. Even if I tried to escape from here, if Professor Geum reactivated my identification tag, I would become a wanted fugitive by the government.

And without any official identity at that.

“You’re threatening me like this even though you don’t know what my ability is?”

I threw out those words to buy time. Professor Geum’s eyes widened at my response.


“If your ability was truly dangerous, instead of wearing that identification tag, you would have been an active hunter for a guild.”

Damn. That was also true.

In reality, my ability wasn’t particularly threatening.

But I was still confident I could subdue this raving professor before me. It wasn’t like I hadn’t studied this at all in the academy.

However, even if I physically subdued the professor, I wouldn’t gain anything. Instead, making enemies of Professor Geum and Baek Do-san would bring greater harm.

I had no choice.

I would have to use my ‘Lie’ ability.

Even for psychic abilities, they weren’t omnipotent. Those with strong enough mental fortitude could still break free. So I had to do it decisively.

Unlike other awakeners who could always train and hone their abilities, psychic awakeners always had to conceal and hide their abilities.

Naturally, their ability to wield their talents became inferior.

I was no exception. But the me who had groveled like a dog under Seol Rok-jin was different.

I raised my inner senses.

A translucent lock, visible only to me, appeared before my eyes.

Visualizing one’s ability was essential for psychic awakeners. But not many could accomplish this essential task.

Unlike other talents where one could immediately grasp them intuitively upon use, psychic talents mostly dealt with invisible things.

I too had to go through countless trials and errors to find the image of my ability.

Unlike the status window provided by the system, this translucent window originated solely from me. It was simply a visualization of my senses.

As such, it couldn’t be perfect, but as I said.

I had gone through countless trials and errors.

The lock that appeared before me had a very ordinary shape.


Depending on how many pin cylinders were inside, it might seem more or less difficult, but based on its appearance alone, it didn’t seem too challenging.

Click, the first cylinder.

My words became the key touching the lock.

I confidently spoke out.

“With my ability, I saw that person called Baek Do-san.”

At my words, Professor Geum’s brows twitched.

“You saw him?”

Taking a breath for that question, I continued.

The ‘Lie’ ability was extremely ambiguous.

It was different from Seol Rok-jin’s ability of ‘brainwashing’. The biggest drawback of my talent was that the other person had to fully accept my lie. Seol Rok-jin could command anyone to ‘die’, but I couldn’t. Accepting death was an extremely difficult thing. But for someone suffering from depression, someone who had already halfway accepted death, whispering ‘there’s a better world over there’ would be enough to give them a slight push.

If I whispered a story the other person could believe, accept, and want to believe, then a lie could work even better than brainwashing.

Professor Geum was someone who disliked boredom. He had been waiting for a special event to come his way.

So this might work.

No, it would work.

“My talent is foresight, you see. I can see the future.”

“Foresight?”

At my words, Professor Geum’s eyes widened. So far, only one awakener with the foresight talent had been discovered.

The now deceased Gerik Dosman. Despite being unable to conquer any gates, he had been treated as a 9-Circle awakener solely due to his ability.

Foresight was that extraordinary of a talent.

“If what you’re saying is true, the government wouldn’t have just left you alone.”


“To the government, they think my ability is mere prediction. Just a 2-second glimpse into the future.”

“You concealed your true ability?”

“To be precise, back then, it would be more accurate to say it ‘hadn’t manifested yet’.”

Cases of talents blossoming with time were quite common. So believe my lie.

Click. The sound of a cylinder locking into place. Professor Geum’s first defense had crumbled.

“You saw this situation from the future?”

“Not such a convenient ability. I just saw. I saw you, Professor Geum, and that person called Baek Do-san in the future.”

It wasn’t a lie. I really did encounter him and Professor Geum in my ‘future’. Just like me, who had unwillingly ended up under Seol Rok-jin, there were many whose futures were mortgaged to Seol Rok-jin. Baek Do-san was one of them.

Unlike me, who had a psychic immunity passive skill to deflect Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing, Baek Do-san had been completely brainwashed, becoming Seol Rok-jin’s obedient dog who did whatever he was told.

Watching that Baek Do-san, Professor Geum had said this many times:

-You’re acting weird. It’s like you’re not you!

But those tearful pleas couldn’t change anything. Baek Do-san ignored and shunned Professor Geum, his one and only friend.

At some point, Professor Geum suddenly disappeared without a trace.

Whether Seol Rok-jin had killed him, or he had left of his own accord, unable to bear the situation any longer, Professor Geum’s presence could no longer be found in this black market.

What I wanted was for that ‘future’ to never come to pass.

Looking at Professor Geum’s face, I spoke.

“I also know that you two are friends. And that if the future continues to flow like this, you’ll soon lose that friend.”

At my words, Professor Geum sharply inhaled. Although he appeared to live carefreely without a shred of seriousness, Baek Do-san was a precious friend to Professor Geum in his own way.

So he must have grabbed Baek Do-san by the collar and advised him, even risking his own life.

“Just what did you see?”

Without a hint of playfulness, Professor Geum asked me in a serious tone. I shrugged my shoulders and opened my mouth.

“Before long, an incident will occur that intertwines Representative Seol Rok-jin and Director Baek.”

At my words, Professor Geum gave me a disbelieving look. It was unimaginable to think of a connection between Seol Rok-jin, seen as the representative of anti-awakeners, and Baek Do-san, active in the underworld.

“…Be careful when smuggling goods through Yeongjong Island.”

At those words, I heard the second click. Yeongjong Island. This was another important keyword.

“So the future you saw, in other words…”

“That person will become Seol Rok-jin’s dog there.”

The agitated Professor Geum grabbed my collar.

“A dog?!”

“Doing everything his master tells him to, isn’t that a dog? If told to die, he’ll die. If told to lick the bottom of his feet, he’ll lick it. That’s what he’ll become.”

My expression had also hardened just as much. I hadn’t originally intended to go this far, but since I was revealing this much, I could disclose a bit more about the future.

“That person called Baek Do-san, he’ll do whatever Seol Rok-jin tells him to. Of course, he’ll offer up everything he had built throughout his life, but he’ll also commit acts that go against his own beliefs numerous times.”

“Such as?”

“Human trafficking, body modifications, dealing with anyone who doesn’t obey, be it civilians or otherwise, as a basic…”

“You’re saying he’ll really fall that far?”

I just shrugged my shoulders. If he couldn’t believe it, so be it, but the future Baek Do-san had indeed committed such acts.

“How you use this information is up to you, Professor. But I feel like I’ve said everything I can say.”

To the Professor, who still had a dazed expression as if his mind was elsewhere, I asked, “Are you going to report me?”

Professor Geum picked up and put down the identification tag he had removed from my neck before shaking his head.

“Why would I?”

“Then shall we settle the payment? How much for all of this?”

At my words, Professor Geum gave me a look of disbelief.

“Payment? Ha, you’re really trying to weasel your way out.”

“Isn’t it better than trying to weasel out without even discussing payment?”

“Damn it, forget the money. If what you’re saying is true… I’ll cover the cost as payment for hearing it.”

“Are you sure? What if I lied?”

In reality, everything I had said was a lie. Professor Geum’s lock hadn’t fully opened yet. It meant he still harbored doubts about my words.

“Yeah, it really doesn’t make sense. Some foresight ability user suddenly appearing? Representative Seol Rok-jin this, that. It would be easier to believe that bastard Baek Do-san sent you here to play a prank on me.”

And yet, even as he said that, instead of kicking me out, Professor Geum chose to lend an ear to my words.

“But still, for some reason, I find myself believing your words, strangely enough.”

Click. The final cylinder locked into place.

Everything was unlocked.

Professor Geum believed me. My words, all of them.

Okay, I should quickly leave before Professor Geum changes his mind.

“Then may I take my leave?”

“Before you go, take this.”

What Professor Geum tossed me was an ID card.

He had said it would only be a temporary ID valid for a week, but the ID card he handed me had even received government certification – a full-fledged awakener ID card.

Age 23. Lee Seung-jun.

Seeing the name written on the ID, I blinked.

“A guy who died illegally conquering a gate, with no family or acquaintances to look for him.”

“But you said there would only be a temporary ID?”

“That was a lie. Who would give a real ID to someone as suspicious-looking as you? Consider yourself lucky to have met me.”

Receiving full government certification for an ID was not common. For reference, my original identity as Kang Yi-sin had not received government certification. To receive that certification, one had to not only conquer gates but also perform a considerable amount of volunteer work in destroyed areas.

I didn’t know how the ID of a man with such a record had ended up in this black market, but it was an unexpected windfall.

As I was snickering at the unanticipated gain, Professor Geum handed me another item. It was the GPS that had been inside my identification tag.

“For now, you can get by with signal jamming, but you’ll eventually need a plausible ‘end’. Throw this into the ocean or a river. Make it look like a suicide by drowning. Somewhere they’re less likely to retrieve the body would be better.”

Ah, indeed. An ‘end’ for Kang Yi-sin was needed. It was a thoughtful consideration. I nodded and pocketed the GPS.

Professor Geum asked me:

“Let me ask one thing.”

“What is it?”

“With that great ability of yours, what do you plan to do?”

A great ability to know the future. What I intended to do with that ability was…

“Well, maybe try saving this world for once.”

Upon hearing my words, Professor Geum briefly had a dazed expression before immediately letting out a hearty laugh and patting my back.

“Ha, joking around! Alright, I won’t ask any further, so go on, go.”

I’m not joking.

For some reason, it felt unfair.
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Professor Geum took off the thick-rimmed glasses that had been covering his eyes. His sharp pupils, hidden behind the glasses, were now revealed. Unlike his nickname of ‘mad scientist’, Professor Geum’s eyes were filled with sobriety.

The self-proclaimed ‘foresight’ guy who had just come by.

He didn’t fully believe that guy’s words. Foresight? And with that ability, he had merely come here?

He didn’t seem to be lying, but that made it even more suspicious.

He had come to ‘save’ Baek Do-san?

Not a chance.

‘From what I know, that guy isn’t someone who would look pretty. Unless his enemy came to find him.’

But if that guy really did say those things out of goodwill, intending to save Baek Do-san, and if that so-called foresight ability was true…

‘I should reward him sufficiently.’

At least he himself, as Baek Do-san’s friend, should do so in his stead.

* * *

Jackpot.

Getting my identification tag removed for free, and even obtaining a plausible ID to use for the time being. I was far too lucky.

‘And maybe the future will even change.’

To Seol Rok-jin, Baek Do-san was an important pawn. Unlike me, who had merely been Seol Rok-jin’s lapdog, Baek Do-san was certainly a pawn that held power for Seol Rok-jin.

Part of me wanted to shout out a warning, revealing Seol Rok-jin’s abilities and everything, so that he would never meet that guy, but that would be going too far.

This was just the right amount.

Professor Geum was a tight-lipped person, so he wouldn’t carelessly spread stories about me around.

‘Still, I should change my identity once more before any unnecessary attention comes my way.’

If he took my words about being a foresight ability user seriously, I might get kidnapped at some point.


Even if Professor Geum’s lips were sealed, he might still tell Baek Do-san.

I could only hope that he wouldn’t repay Seol Rok-jin’s favor of saving him with enmity.

In any case, now that I had money, I should buy some hunter equipment while I’m at it.

My biggest weakness, no matter what anyone said, was that I had no means to directly attack monsters. That’s why I couldn’t become a hunter.

But if I just conquered gates… somehow, an answer would appear.

As I was having those thoughts and heading toward the area selling equipment, I heard a sound like an animal howling.

A monster? Unlike me, who tensed up, the people around seemed unfazed. Recalling an old memory from their nonchalance, I contorted my face.

Ah, that’s right, ‘that store’ was nearby. A few years ago, no, in my previous life, I had visited that store in this black market on Seol Rok-jin’s orders to purchase ‘merchandise’.

Perhaps it was because of those horrific memories that my steps instinctively grew heavier.

The sound of rattling chains, the howls of beasts, and the busy chatter of people gradually grew closer.

I may not be one to talk, having just committed the crime of removing my identification tag to avoid the government’s eyes, but the beings here were truly criminals who had abandoned human decency.

Kidnappers who abducted and arbitrarily modified and sold young awakeners – beings who didn’t even feel human.

I surreptitiously cast my gaze inside the partition.

Inside the iron bars meant for caging massive beasts were children who hadn’t even gone through puberty, let alone being adults, wearing identification tags around their necks just like the one I had worn.

The leashes on those children were far more vicious than the one the government had put on me.

The people buying and selling humans behind those partitions had quite serious expressions.

Surprisingly, most of those handing over tokens in front of the partitions had ordinary-looking faces.

Shouldn’t those born with such depraved minds be hideously disfigured? So that everyone could detect their monstrous thoughts from afar and keep their distance?

I inwardly clicked my tongue.

Part of me wanted to free the innocent ones inside, but with the money I currently had, I couldn’t buy anything.


If I couldn’t do anything, why had I even come here? As I was having those thoughts and about to hurry my steps, the partition in front of me collapsed as a black shadow burst forth.

“Damn it!”

“I told you not to provoke it!”

The black shadow that had burst through the shattered partition like a toy scattered people in all directions as they screamed.

The shadow, or rather the being that had broken through the partition, snarled at its surroundings.

Each time it moved its body, the iron chains restraining it scraped loudly against the floor. The men who had belatedly emerged from behind the partition tried to grab the chains, but the being moved as nimbly as a beast each time.

People grew even more terrified at the being’s quadrupedal movements, so unlike a human’s.

Watching its movements, I suddenly realized. Four legs were indeed faster than two.

In any case, the being moved swiftly as it evaded the people, and the men who had come out to capture it only had troubled expressions.

“When are you going to catch it?”

“Yeah! Hurry up and deal with this!”

At the commotion, not just the customers but even the shopkeepers doing business nearby joined in shouting at the men, but the being wasn’t easily captured.

“Didn’t you say you put a leash on it? What are you doing? Press the button!”

“We’ve already pumped it with as much as we can!”

As the men said, the collar around the being’s neck was indeed crackling with electricity. With enough current to be visibly arcing like that, it shouldn’t have been strange for a person to be completely fried, but the being stubbornly endured.

Its face, a mess of scabs and grime, was mostly obscured by its matted hair, but judging from its soft, unformed jawline and skin still covered in downy fluff, it seemed to be barely in its late teens at most.

Of course, that was just its face – its physique was large enough to overwhelm an average adult. And its barely clothed appearance made its bulging muscles hard to miss, no matter how unpleasant the sight.

“Ugh.”

Our eyes met.

For me, who had only intended to exit this commotion like everyone else, it was an unfortunate encounter. The being was looking at me with pleading eyes, as if begging me to save it.


At that gaze, I unknowingly took a step back.

Then it happened.

With a whooshing sound, darts pierced the being’s body.

It wasn’t just one dart that penetrated the being’s body. As two, then three darts successively struck its body, the being, which had stubbornly endured even the current coursing through its own body, began to collapse.

“Aaaah!”

The people standing nearby raised their voices at the sight.

“Wow, it’s finally over.”

A man wearing a white gown who had emerged from the partition lowered his shoulders and bowed his head to those around him.

“My apologies, you had to witness such an unsightly scene.”

“This is already the second time just this month!”

“I’m sorry, we’ve been getting quite a lot of fresh ones recently.”

“Well, the kids from that store over there are a bit feisty.”

It seemed escapees from that slave store were a somewhat regular occurrence, judging from how everyone brushed it off as no big deal.

“But that spiritedness might be useful. It’ll take more than the usual effort to tame one like that, but still.”

“Well, yes. But isn’t that precisely what makes taming such beings so rewarding?”

Even as people freely chattered about it, the being still kept its eyes open, struggling to maintain consciousness despite being hit with a paralytic. It had an insane amount of mental fortitude.

But soon, it seemed to reach its limit as it finally collapsed face-first onto the floor. Licking his lips as he watched the being’s last thrashes, one of the men spoke up,

“So when are you putting that one back on the market?”

“Yeah! You should send it up to the stage, I’d say.”

“If you’re thinking of putting it on the stage, be sure to let me know. I don’t want to miss that entertaining show.”

Due to the pointless escapade, the being had attracted the unpleasant attention of some rather nasty people. Tsk tsk. Just as I was clicking my tongue, someone suddenly addressed me.

“Hey, are you interested in our merchandise?”

Startled by the person speaking to me, I looked to my side in surprise.

A man in his early 30s wearing dark sunglasses was grinning at me.

I gulped and gave an awkward smile.

“Ah, no. I was just passing by when the commotion caught my attention, so I was taking a look.”

“You seemed to be eyeing our merchandise quite intently, though. How about it, we have even better ones inside.”

“No, that’s alright.”

As I was refusing the man’s words and turning to leave, the men lifted the collapsed being. Its matted hair fell aside, finally revealing its face, and I gaped in shock.

“…!”

I knew that being.

‘Kim Jae-ho?’

Why was he here? No, it made sense for him to be here. He was the very one I had purchased from this place on Seol Rok-jin’s orders.

Before Seol Rok-jin had acquired him, his record had been quite colorful. I heard his contract had been terminated numerous times for mauling his previous owners.

Until Seol Rok-jin had hammered him into an obedient meat shield, he had been a thorn in the side of this place.

‘Still, I didn’t expect to run into him today.’

Was this a sort of coincidence?

I briefly pondered.

What if I took that being with me now?

Kim Jae-ho was an awakener with the talent to meld into shadows. There was no one better suited for stealthily eliminating enemies.

To deal with Seol Rok-jin moving forward, I needed a weapon. Kim Jae-ho was precisely the talent I needed.

But how?

Unlike Seol Rok-jin, who could completely dominate that being’s mind with brainwashing, my ability was merely to tell convincing lies.

Even if I emptied out my entire current assets, no, invested more than that to ‘purchase’ that being, could I really tame him?

But he hadn’t completely lost his humanity yet. Perhaps it was time for me to play the ‘savior’ for once.

After organizing my thoughts, I asked the man, “I’m just curious, but how much for that one from earlier?”

Instead of answering my question, the man gave me unsolicited advice in a lecturing tone.

“You’d be better off buying a proper item instead of that. As you can see, that one is defective.”

“I thought it might be fun to tame it, since it doesn’t seem to break easily, like the people said.”

I twisted my lips into a smile. With my rather menacing appearance, this expression would probably make me look quite unsavory.

At my expression, the man grinned and said, “500 million won.”

At those words, my mouth snapped shut.

Kim Jae-ho, the shadow meld.

You’re more expensive than I thought.

* * *

In the end, I couldn’t buy Kim Jae-ho that day. But one consolation was that for the next three years, that being wouldn’t be properly sold to anyone either.

It would become completely unsellable deadstock for this place.

So as long as I came to retrieve that being within those three years, it would be fine.

The concept of buying and selling people was disgusting, but when in Rome, one must follow Roman rules, no?

After a few rounds of returns, that being would eventually be put on clearance, and that’s when I should strike.

For now, let me go take a look at some other items.

Since I have gates to conquer.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 11

				
Among awakeners, I belonged to the upper ranks in terms of physical abilities. In physical evaluations without using my talent, I always ranked in the top ten.

It was thanks to that physical prowess that I could endure gates without a mana filter.

But even so, I couldn’t take the hunter exam.

Why?

Damnably, I lacked any ability to deal effective damage to monsters.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t tried to find a way.

If talent won’t work, then gear!

But ordinary gear was mostly ineffective against the monsters inside gates.

First of all, modern strategic weapons had no effect on monsters at all. At best, the only things that could deal damage were cold weapons fit for the Middle Ages.

And even then, as the monster’s rank increased, their tough hides made the damage negligible.

If not for that, humanity would have simply detonated nukes inside gates to clear them out easily.

Without awakeners manifesting talents, there was no way to hunt monsters.

A truth anyone in South Korea, no, the entire world, would know.

Hence, with my mediocre talent of ‘Lie’, there were no gates I could conquer.

But the gate I was headed to now was special.

Thirty years after the first gate incident, the entire world had poured all their efforts into developing technology to block gates.

One such technology was a detector that could sense gates before they appeared. The performance of these gate detectors improved by the day, achieving an astounding 85% detection rate by the 2040s when I had died.

Meaning an incredible 85% of gates had their locations revealed before they even emerged in this world.

Gates that went uncleared over time would eventually break and spawn monsters, so gates were rarely left buried.

Which is why this gate was special.


Until it was discovered by chance by a hiker, no one knew this gate existed here.

And immediately after this gate was discovered, South Korea, no, the entire world was turned upside down.

Because of the immense artifact found inside this gate.

“Huff, huff.”

Wiping away the sweat pouring down like rain, I inwardly cursed.

“How the hell did they discover this place?”

For South Korean hikers to climb all the way up to such treacherous terrain…

Those people might as well have been true awakeners born with a ‘luck’ talent, given the incredible stroke of fortune to discover this place and overcome all its traps.

But I was out of such luck. If I had no teeth, I’d have to grit my gums.

I narrowed my eyes as I neared my destination.

Having visited this place, which had become a holy ground after the gate conquest, several times before, I was intimately familiar with the surrounding geography.

Unlike back then, there were no ropes or stairs for me to descend, but I came prepared. I drove stakes deep into the crevices between rocks.

Securing a rope there, I lowered myself down. With my full weight on the rope-gripping arms, they trembled like willow branches.

A sheer cliff straight out of a martial arts novel, and the cave below it.

That’s right.

The gate I was headed to was inside this cave.

It was understandable why the gate had remained undiscovered for so long after its emergence.

After descending, I carefully placed my feet at the cave entrance. The inside was pitch-black. I illuminated the path ahead with the flashlight I had prepared.

There it was, the lightless gate, just as I remembered from before.

The rift in space that would normally radiate light, warning ‘I’m dangerous’, was now completely devoid of light and solidified.


Holding the flashlight, I approached the gate. The reason I had come here today was to conquer this gate.

I reached out my hand toward the gate.

“Huh.”

Unlike other gates that would immediately whisk me away to another dimension upon contact, this gate had a distinct sensation to the touch.

Meaning it could be touched.

Certainly peculiar.

The moment I channeled my mana into the solidified gate, it began pulling my body inside.

Like being submerged in viscous mud.

I surrendered my body to the flow. Soon, my body was completely swallowed into the gate.

The world inside the gate was a complex labyrinth reminiscent of the Labyrinth of the Minotaur from Greek mythology.

The completely sealed labyrinth had no proper light entering it. I turned on my flashlight to check ahead.

The walls and ceiling, made of marble, were intricately carved with delicate sculptures. Covered in moss, the exact details were hard to make out at a glance, but they seemed to be lively works by a skilled artist.

I gulped.

The seemingly endless tunnel stretching before me sent chills down my spine. The darkness at the end felt ominous, as if whatever existed there would make it impossible for me to properly escape this place.

But there was no need to cower in fear.

Unlike the menacing atmosphere, there were no monsters here.

If there were monsters, I would never have come to this place.

Although I didn’t have quite enough money to buy Kim Jae-ho, I was able to acquire many useful items from the black market.

The most valuable of them was a necklace imbued with a mage’s power to detect danger in advance.

Though it only had a 2-hour duration as a disposable item, with this alone, I had already half-conquered this labyrinth.


The hiker who first discovered this place was an awakener born with the ‘luck’ talent. Through an unbelievable streak of fortune, he had discovered this place and overcome all its traps, they said.

But I had no such luck. If I had no teeth, I’d have to grit my gums.

Checking the necklace, I moved forward.

The moment the necklace flashed, I stopped in my tracks. Click, a sound of something shifting, and an arrow immediately shot toward where my head had been.

“Huh.”

A cold sweat instantly trickled down my spine.

I had confidence in my reflexes, but that arrow had been completely invisible even to my awakened eyes – fired at a speed beyond my perception.

How many such traps were installed in this dimly lit corridor?

I took a deep breath.

Holding the flashlight in my mouth, I raised the necklace before me and slowly advanced.

The necklace’s performance was assured.

Whenever the necklace flashed, I moved my body.

If the first had been an arrow aimed at my head, the second was a suddenly vanishing floor, and the third was poisoned darts raining toward my body.

All of them would have struck me directly if not for this necklace’s warnings.

And the fourth was…

I cursed as a spear burst forth right before my eyes.

I barely managed to roll aside, but the spear grazed my calf. A searing pain shot through me. Clutching my calf, I retreated to the side of the corridor.

A chunk of flesh had been torn away.

“Damn it.”

Just how lucky had that guy been?

To bypass all these traps!

My body was already drenched in sweat.

Although the necklace had been helpful, by the time I had advanced this far, I was covered in wounds. Especially the calf that had lost a fistful of flesh was the biggest issue.

“Kuk.”

I took out the first aid kit from my backpack. I had brought plenty of potions in preparation for such situations, but I didn’t want to use them if I could help it. As soon as I applied the potion, smoke rose. It felt like cauterizing the wound.

I grit my teeth, but groans still leaked through my pursed lips.

The potion, devouring my flesh like maggots, slowly began regenerating the damaged area. Like worms writhing, my skin twitched and slowly regenerated.

Skin regenerated this way had to be handled carefully for a few days. It was especially vulnerable to impacts and prone to tearing at the slightest provocation.

Clenching my teeth, I rose from the spot.

It had taken a full hour just to move about 30 meters.

The one consolation was that the shortcut, the detour route, would appear soon according to the hiker.

That lucky bastard. Following his word, I looked to the side and spotted a hole in the wall. Hidden in the shadows, how had he discovered it?

I squeezed my body through the hole.

By following the path extending from here, I could completely skip the labyrinth of this gate.

One had to marvel at the stroke of fortune befitting someone born with the ‘luck’ talent.

Emerging from the end of the hole, a corridor came into view. Following that corridor would lead me to the heart of this gate.

In the center of the vast chamber was a box directly receiving the light falling from the ceiling.

“Oh, nice.”

Just as I was about to enter that room, I blinked at the light emanating from the necklace around my neck.

“Ah, not this way?”

If this direction was not viable…

I tried stepping in another direction, but the necklace emitted a blinding light far brighter than any of its previous warnings.

Moreover, unlike the other traps that had faithfully triggered in response to the necklace’s signals, the trap here showed no signs of activating.

No matter which entrance direction I tried, the necklace’s warning did not subside.

Meaning this entire room itself was a massive threat to me.

“They didn’t tell me everything.”

I realized. That hiking bastard, the one who later ranked 8th among South Korean awakeners, had hidden something about this room.

The problem was that the effect of this necklace would soon wear off.

No time.

Clenching my jaw, I took out items I had prepared in advance from my bag. I had brought many things in preparation for such a situation. Taking out a gas mask, I put it on my face.

In the movies from my childhood, noxious gas always came spewing out the moment the box was opened. I even wore heavy-duty protective gear on top. Unbearably heavy, but nothing else could withstand that momentary shock.

Then two deep breaths.

And forward.

The moment I entered, the door slammed shut behind me. The exit was sealed.

Simultaneously, water began rising from the floor.

“Damn it.”

Damn it.

No time to hesitate.

I quickly opened the box. Fortunately, no traps activated when opening the box. Entering this room itself must have been the trigger.

Inside the box was a white egg the size of an ostrich egg. This part remained unchanged.

He had said that by breaking this egg, he had gained his ability.

The talent that had elevated an ordinary hiker with nothing but luck to the 8th ranked awakener in South Korea.

Protean Transformation.

Unlike the talents of others fixed to a single elemental property, his mana constantly shifted without rest.

To stop that bastard’s apocalypse, I needed that ability no matter what.

Clenching my fist, I smashed the egg open.

The shattered eggshell began piercing into my hand.

“Arrrghhh!”

The pain was incomparable to being pricked by glass shards. The agony of molten metal searing my flesh followed. The eggshell that had penetrated my skin melted into my body, devouring my flesh and blood.

Immense pain caused cold sweat to pour from my entire body.

In the meantime, the water had already risen to my knees.

“Huh, ugh, huukk.”

The energy contained within the egg had been fully absorbed into my body. The pain instantly vanished, but it wasn’t over yet.

The water was still rising.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 12

				
If I had known it would turn out like this, I should have made that bastard Park Se-woon tell me no matter what had happened inside here.

Who could have predicted things would unfold this way!

“Damn it, he just said he luckily gained the ability.”

Was it a mistake to come here based only on those words?

But I couldn’t pass up an artifact that could grant me a talent, no matter what.

“Kweek.”

The artifact that had burrowed into my body was emanating a ferocious energy, scorching me, while the trap kept pouring in water, as if trying to drown me.

I was out of my mind.

But if I lost my senses here, it would be the end.

I summoned all the mana in my body.

If I could subjugate this aggressive energy that seemed capable of burning my entire body and make it my own, I might be able to escape this situation.

The artifact’s energy began coalescing in one spot to resist my mana.

Although my talent was mediocre, my awakening rank was B. The amount of mana flowing through my body wasn’t insignificant.

“Wait! Hi, just…”

The moment I drew out my mana, the pain in my body vanished. As if realizing I was trying to suppress it with my mana, the artifact’s energy stopped burning me and began fleeing instead.

Whenever I tried to grab its tail with my mana, it would shed its energy like a lizard and flee.

Although I was slowly devouring its energy, its core was nimbly evading my mana.

In the meantime, the water had risen to my thighs.

No time.

This energy wreaking havoc in my body also seemed to realize that fact. Instead of attacking me, it was just stalling and fleeing from me now.


Chasing after its tail wouldn’t work.

I delicately divided my mana.

My mana control was exceptionally skilled.

Being able to visualize my talent already put me at an A-rank level, let alone anything else.

I had ended up like this from trying to somehow use my talent offensively, but in this situation, that wouldn’t be a bad thing.

If it wanted to play hide-and-seek, so be it.

Back in the academy days, I had been the quintessential loner.

To have endured such hardship only to die playing tag with some lowly being like this?

I scattered my divided mana throughout my body, trailing after it without letting it notice.

I began herding the artifact’s energy toward that scattered mana.

And finally.

The moment my mana clung to the artifact’s energy, a transparent window appeared before my eyes.

“What’s this?”

What had appeared before me was the transparent shape of… a lock.

Like when I used my ‘Lie’ ability, I frowned at the visualized lock.

Didn’t this only work on people?

In any case, now that a lock had appeared, it was my specialty. How many locks had I picked in my life?

I forcefully thrust my sharpened mana at the lock.

Left, right. Click click, the mana lockpick I had created probed the lock’s openings.

No time. The water had already risen to my chest.


“Damn it, damn it.”

Just how had that guy tamed this thing? I wildly shook the mana lockpick. The lock’s keyhole trembled.

No matter how confident I was in my mana control, it seemed my skills had deteriorated from neglecting them after graduating from the academy. My body started to twitch from the excessive mana movements.

But I wasn’t without any progress.

“Huff, got it open!”

With a clicking sound, the unmoving lock finally opened.

So was that it?

Just as I was about to feel relieved, something happened.

—How dare a lowly being like you!

A voice thundered in my head like a lightning bolt.

—Burn, burn to death!

And the entity’s energy, which had been still until now, began piercing into my body again. What the hell was this all of a sudden!

“Stop, stop! I don’t know what you are, but stop! Let’s resolve this through dialogue.”

At my words, the pain subsided once more.

—Resolve through dialogue? Haha! What a laughable notion. A worm who treaded here despite the warning now tries to wiggle his forked tongue?

At first I thought I had imagined it, but I wasn’t mistaken. This artifact was clearly speaking to me.

“You’re an artifact?”

I had thought it was a disposable artifact that simply granted a talent and disappeared, but did it actually possess a self?

—How dare you refer to me as such a thing!

For an artifact, it had an extraordinarily arrogant sense of self.


Even though I had unlocked the lock, this artifact still refused to submit to me. Rather, it was showering me with curses instead.

—You are utterly unfit to be my master! With such a measly talent, what could you possibly do? Just die quietly here. I shall remake the world with your body.

The moment I heard those words, I realized why this thing was rejecting me.

That hiker who had first discovered this place, Park Se-woon, had been born with an S-rank talent in luck. Unlike someone like me lacking any combat abilities, his vessel itself must have been different.

But I was merely B-rank.

My lips unconsciously curled upwards.

“You won’t accept someone of a low rank?”

So you’re going to simply kill me without giving me a chance?

I was well aware of how extraordinary awakeners with high potential could be. How many times had I witnessed them growing into powerful beings capable of upending the world right before Seol Rok-jin’s eyes.

The word ‘potential’ was used, but it was an absolute metric. Awakeners with high potential grew rapidly. But in the opposite case, no matter how much bone-grinding effort they put in, they often ended up as mediocre hunters at best.

I definitely belonged to the latter.

But still.

Didn’t I at least have the right to struggle and try to live?

It wasn’t just for my own sake, but to try and save this world, in my own way.

“Can’t you give me a chance?”

My words did not change the voice’s mind.

—There is no need to give you a chance! You are insufficient!

Fine, so be it.

Even if you refuse to give me a chance, you will have no choice but to give me one, no matter what.

Against an entity that could speak, it would be even easier. Another lock appeared before my eyes.

Unlike the crude shape from before, this one had an elegant design adorned with antique patterns.

It was working.

Now that words were effective, I didn’t need to blindly probe its closed lock with my mana.

I slowly opened my mouth.

“No, I am your only chance.”

—Nonsense. Die obediently.

“I guess that didn’t work. You see, I have no intention of obediently dying here. And I have some bad news for you too. I collapsed the cave entrance on my way here. If you don’t accept me as your master, no one will be able to find you.”

—What?

At my words, the voice raised its tone in bewilderment.

It seemed this thing had been waiting for someone superior to me. I was saying that I had completely taken away that chance.

“The cave entrance has completely collapsed, so unless the entire mountain is removed, no one will be able to find this gate.”

At my words, the voice screamed as if throwing a tantrum.

—That cannot be! I have a great duty to fulfill! I cannot remain buried here like this! I did not drift into this dimension just to take someone like you as my master!

“Haha, what can you do? It’s already happened.”

By now, the water had risen to my neck. I smiled.

“So choose me. I’m your only chance.”

My ability was to make any lie feel like the truth. Right now, I would appear more trustworthy than anyone else.

Meaning no matter how much they disliked me, they would have no choice but to believe what I said.

—A being with no abilities like you! With such a pitiful body! I will never take you as my master, never!

“Yeah, that’s right. And just rot here alone forever.”

—Damn you!

The artifact showered me with curses until the very end, unable to let go of its foul temper.

Just before the water reached my chin.

—Fine, damn it!

Finally, the voice uttered the words I had been waiting for.

—To have to accept such a being as my master! This is truly the worst, the absolute worst.

The voice echoing in my mind was unimportant. I gaped at the window that had appeared before me.

[???requests subjugation. Will you accept?]

The system message that was said to only appear for chosen awakeners, the so-called ‘Voice of God’, had manifested before my eyes – a window I had never seen in my previous life.

“Accept or not.”

The moment the contract with it was sealed, the mark of subjugation was etched onto the back of my hand.

The horizontally lying figure-eight pattern commonly referred to as the Möbius strip glowed red.

But the glowing pattern soon vanished from my skin, leaving no trace.

My joy at finally putting this damn artifact under my control was short-lived. It was too early to pop the champagne.

My face was immediately submerged by the water that had risen from below.

Gulppp!

Do something about it!

As if hearing my inward shout, an immense amount of mana immediately began flowing through my body.

And that energy soon laid the foundation for new paths within me. Just as roads were laid on barren lands and railways constructed, in an instant, thousands upon thousands of mana circuits were inscribed throughout my body.

Like new branches sprouting from a tree, the existing mana circuits in my body expanded, creating new paths.

The mana circuits that had branched out into dozens, hundreds of pathways presented me with a new vision.

The instantly inscribed knowledge felt like it would make my head explode.

‘Ughh!’

Gritting my teeth against the overwhelming migraine, I squeezed my eyes shut.

—You fool!

Then the voice showed me the way. In the maze-like tangle of paths, one section lit up.

I channeled my mana through the brightly illuminated mana circuit.

My fingertips hardened, and a strength that felt capable of shattering anything settled into my body.

‘This is it!’

I immediately plunged underwater and reached out toward the door I had entered through.

Condensing mana at my fingertips.

And release.

The usage of two talents that had been incomprehensible until now was now fully inscribed in my mind.

Now that a path to unleash my mana outwardly had opened, there was nothing to fear.

Bam.

My released mana left a dent in the wall as it exited my body. But that was it.

—Such pathetic mana! Utterly lacking, utterly lacking!

As if I didn’t already feel drained enough, it was just making disparaging comments.

Gritting my teeth, I released my mana a second time.

Crack, I left another dent in the door, but it still wasn’t enough to break through the wall.

Was it because I was out of breath? My vision gradually narrowed. Part of me wanted to surface and breathe again, but by now, this place was completely filled with water.

One last time.

Please, break.

Bam.

The moment my mana burst forth, the door shattered, and the water began rapidly draining out.

Naturally, my body in front of the door also began getting sucked out like the draining water.

Damn it, I didn’t expect this.

Being dragged away by the currents, I started choking. Having already squeezed out my last breath to muster that final burst of strength, my consciousness began fading.

—You fool! Gather mana in your airways! Breathe.

‘How is that even possible?’

—To think I have to save such a being!

As the grumbling voice rang in my ears, I was about to pass out… but a jolting electric shock woke me up.

‘What was that?’

It was this thing that had saved me from losing consciousness.

—I saved your life.

Ah, now that it mentioned it, I hadn’t felt suffocated for a while. Although I was still out of it from being swept away by the currents, it was better than drowning.

The currents roughly dragged me this way and that. Bang, bang. My body was repeatedly slammed against the narrow corridor walls.

Each time, my body was utterly ravaged.

‘I think my ribs are broken.’

Enduring the pain, I clenched my jaws. How long had I been dragged along like that? Finally, the currents spat me out onto the floor.

“Wheeeck.”

Rolling on the floor, I vomited up all the water I had swallowed. For quite a while.

Whuweeeeck.

As I barely regained my senses, that damned voice poured out again.

—So what will you do now? You said the exit was completely blocked! With your pathetic mana, it would take decades to break through that wall!

At those words, I let out a chuckle. That’s right, I had said that, hadn’t I?

“Don’t worry. The exit is already open.”

—Open, you say? You had completely sealed the entrance yourself.

“Ah, that? It was a lie.”

—What?

Ah, what a refreshing feeling.
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But its bewilderment was short-lived, as it soon became enraged.

—How dare you lie to me! You insolent wretch! Your slit eyes!

A torrent of curses poured forth incessantly. Unspeakable words continued for quite a while. And somewhere in there, it even mentioned my eyes – which was a sensitive topic for me too, as my slit eyes were my own complex.

Had it been doing nothing but refining its vocabulary of insults while buried here? Its variations were quite extensive. It seemed utterly infuriated at having been deceived by me.

“Haha, I had no choice. If I hadn’t lied, you would have killed me, right?”

After a momentary silence, it asked.

—So you lied to me?

“Don’t even start about someone like me having no right to live. In any case, I survived, didn’t I? That’s all that matters.”

Was I imagining the exasperated expression on this formless being? Kuk kuk, laughter spilled out.

That’s right, I had survived.

Whether through lies or whatever, what did it matter?

If I had honestly stated the truth, I would have died right there. Was that virtue and justice? The ability I had once despised had saved my life once again this time. That was enough.

“By the way, do I have to keep listening to your voice like this?”

Was there no way to obtain the ability while breaking off from this thing? The voice echoing in my mind was quite grating.

—Ha! I dislike you just as much. But there’s nothing to be done, since you’ve taken me up.

“No mute or vibration function?”

—I have no such functions.

So I would have to endure this thing’s incessant babbling.

How had that bastard Park Se-woon endured it? Come to think of it, Park Se-woon might have vibed well with this thing, given his eccentric tastes.

“An artifact with a sense of self.”


Despite being fully synchronized with my body, it still retained a sense of self. This was a first for me.

I sat down. Although my broken ribs ached terribly, any such pain instantly vanished as I saw the window that had appeared before me.

-[Mana Circuit Expansion]-

Potential: S-rank

Type: Passive

Utilizes mana circuits to convert one’s mana into any form.

Park Se-woon had introduced his talent as ‘Protean Transformation’, but the name displayed in my system window was different.

As was the case with other talents in this world, the description was still sorely lacking.

But a lacking description didn’t mean the skill itself was lacking.

Quite the opposite, in fact.

“Incredible, this is.”

Leaving aside the S-rank potential, the part about being able to convert mana into ‘any form’ was mind-blowing.

After absorbing and subjugating the artifact, hundreds, thousands of mana circuits had been inscribed throughout my body.

Awakening referred to the process of mana circuits being etched onto an ordinary human body. That was why everyone’s talents were predetermined.

The mana circuits inscribed during awakening determined one’s talent.

In my case, circuits for ‘telling convincing lies’ had been etched.

And according to academic consensus, those mana circuits could never be altered no matter what…

But with this artifact, I could utilize thousands of talents.

The problem, as the voice kept pointing out, was that my body didn’t have a huge mana capacity, so there would be limits to the output.

I had obtained something far more incredible than I had imagined. The phrase ‘a pearl necklace on a pig’ came to mind, but I immediately shook my head.


I wasn’t a pig. Yeah, whatever. If I could just make good use of this, that would be enough.

The issue was that I couldn’t differentiate between the numerous mana circuits this artifact had laid down.

Unlike before, when simply channeling my mana naturally resulted in ‘Lie’, even as I drew out my mana now, I didn’t know what to do with it.

When I had used Condensation and Release earlier, the voice had provided guidance.

I glanced up and spoke:

“Ahem, ahem. First of all, thank you for saving me. I apologize for my rudeness earlier.”

Despite my apology, the voice remained silent. Acting all high and mighty for a non-human entity.

I recalled what it had said earlier.

“You mentioned having a great duty earlier. That you had drifted into this dimension for a great duty.”

—That’s right. By the way, what’s with the polite speech all of a sudden? Just talk like you normally do.

“But you are my life’s savior, so how can I speak disrespectfully?”

—Ha, now you’re trying to butter me up.

Tsk, it was happy while being rude for no reason. I flattered it a bit and casually asked:

“What is this great duty of yours?”

It wasn’t a simple question to gain its favor. If this artifact had truly come from another world, and if it had come here on a mission, wouldn’t that be dangerous?

—I am to save this world from the invasion of another dimension.

Oh?

At those words, I blinked in surprise. It was something I had never even considered. Seeing my stunned expression, the voice sneered as it opened its mouth.

—That’s right. It’s not something a lowly being like you could comprehend! But I have no intention of being swayed by your selfish desires.

“No, I’m just surprised because my goal is somewhat similar to your mission.”


—What?

“I too intend to save this world.”

At my words, the voice made a fuss as if in disbelief.

—You, someone like you moving with such a sacred purpose? Lies! You’re trying to deceive me again, aren’t you!

“Hey now, I was being quite sincere too.”

Although the weight of the salvation I had envisioned and the salvation this thing spoke of differed greatly, I had been sincere as well.

“Well, my idea was just to get rid of the bastards ruining this country, you know.”

I had thought that would naturally lead to this world’s salvation, but I had been mistaken.

An invasion from another dimension.

“Are you saying the gates are an invasion from another dimension?”

—Does it seem like mere coincidence that dimensional rifts have opened in your world, and people with talents to block those dimensional rifts have emerged?

From having a sense of self to begin with, this artifact was already abnormal, but for it to be aware of the gates was certainly strange. No matter how much it claimed to be an entity that had crossed over from another dimension.

“Are you saying there is an entity that has planned all of this?”

—Yes, all of this has unfolded for the invasion of another dimension. As the gap between the two dimensions narrows, at some point they will begin to overlap worlds. Then your world will end, just as my world did.

At those words, I bit my lip. What was this?

I had thought I just needed to somehow save Korea, but if what it was saying was true, the entire world was in danger.

My plan to deal with Korea’s corrupt leaders and then go abroad to enjoy the good life had just been upended.

To learn the reason for the existence of the gates here, something that couldn’t have been known until the world was on the brink of annihilation.

“Is there a way to stop this invasion from another dimension?”

—A way to prevent dimensional rifts from appearing? There is none.

“Then how can we stop them?”

—Eventually, they too will cross over into this world. We have no choice but to strike at their root.

I had heard the method, but it was so impractical that I could only gape. So we were supposed to attack the main force of those targeting our dimension for invasion?

Korea, which was already struggling with the vanguard gates, how were we supposed to deal with the main force pouring out of those gates?

—No matter how I think about it, it would be impossible with your abilities. You should have just obediently given up on me.

Those words left me feeling quite indignant.

Because the previous owner of this thing, Park Se-woon, had been utterly useless in saving this world!

He had only used his ability for his own selfish desires, never even doing the free gate conquers that other hunters normally did.

For such a short-sighted fool to lament at me made me want to laugh derisively.

But what was the point of revealing the future events that only I knew?

“I won’t give up. I told you, my goal is also to try and save this world somehow.”

Having said that, I threw out a question to it.

“Aren’t we in the same boat now that things have turned out like this? Whether we like it or not, we are one body now.”

At my words, the voice fell silent. No matter how it resisted, it had already been subjugated by me.

[Name]: Kang Yi-sin

[Gender]: Male

[Age]: 21 years old

[Talents]: Indomitable Will (S), Truthful Lie (B), Mana Circuit Expansion (S-rank)

—–

??? (??)-rank subjugated

That was the undeniable truth proven by the status window.

If I outright threatened it, it would have no choice but to follow my words. But I had no intention of doing so.

If I had swung the whip, I should immediately dangle a carrot as well.

“Of course, I’m a rather inept awakener. But with your help, I might become decent. Like how you guided my mana through the mana circuits to save me earlier.”

—Hmph! So you did notice that, you cheeky brat.

For all its haughty airs, in the end, this thing was just an artifact, not a human. Without a master, it had no value. It must have craved recognition from someone to that extent.

“I may be lacking, but I’ll do my best, so please help me out.”

—Shameless rascal.

Even as it said that, the voice didn’t rage like before. It seemed to have accepted that I was its best option. That’s right, no matter how dirty and wretched I was, I was its only hope.

“Then, may I ask your name?”

As an entity with a sense of self, it should have a name, right? Exchanging full names was considered the start of any relationship, it was that important. I had already botched the first button terribly, but just because a button was misaligned didn’t mean the world would end. I could just realign the damn button, couldn’t I?

—I have no name to reveal to the likes of you.

But it didn’t easily open up. Geez, so difficult. No, wouldn’t it be more entertaining to open up this thing’s heart?

“Come now, aren’t we in the same boat? Yes? Just tell me your name once.”

But no matter how much I coaxed and flattered it, it remained silent. Finally, with my patience worn thin, I blurted out loudly.

“Ah, fine! If you won’t teach me, I’ll just call you whatever. Yes? Mr. Dogshit?”

Only after I lashed out with such vulgarity did it finally speak to me in a small voice.

—I don’t remember.

“Did you lose your memory or something?”

—Yes. When being transmitted to this world, I had to discard all unnecessary things. It seems my memories were part of that.

If the voice was telling the truth, that was indeed quite lamentable.

—I do remember the most important thing.

The voice sounded quite somber as it said that. If everything it had said until now was true, then this voice had abandoned everything of itself solely to come here and save another dimension.

Well, damn. I couldn’t even casually insult it then.

“If you don’t remember your name, may I give you one?”

—You’re going to stick me with some vulgar name… If you’re going to call me something like ‘dogshit’ again, forget it! I have my pride too!

“Stray.”

The English word ‘stray’, meaning a wanderer. What could be more fitting for the name of this voice that had forgotten even who it was, drifting from dimension to dimension?

Seemingly quite satisfied with the name, it fell silent.

—Stray is too crude, let’s go with Ray.

Simultaneously, its name changed in the status window.

[Name]: Kang Yi-sin

[Talents]: Indomitable Will (S), Truthful Lie (B), Mana Circuit Expansion (S-rank)

[Gender]: Male

[Age]: 21 years old

—–

Ray (??)-rank subjugated

Its rank was still displayed as ??-rank, but that was understandable. Having lost all its memories, it might have also forgotten its own abilities. If there was a way to recover its memories, that would be great.

“I’ll be in your care from now on, Ray.”

I greeted Ray, but as if embarrassed by my greeting, it didn’t respond.

Haha.

“When someone greets you, you should respond, you know?”

It really had a special talent for being ill-mannered.
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Originally, I had no intention of staying in such a harsh environment for long, but I decided to settle in the labyrinth for a few days.

With all its traps disarmed, this labyrinth was the perfect training ground to hone my skills without any interference.

In other words, it was perfect for testing out my newly acquired ability.

Sitting on the floor, I stretched out my arms. Like Iron Man from the Marvel movies, I tried releasing mana from my palms.

But what came out of my palms was a pathetic display that wouldn’t even make it onto an evening variety show, let alone an Iron Man movie.

—Remember the path I’m guiding you through.

As always in these situations, Ray’s nagging followed. Well, it couldn’t help but butt in if I didn’t speak up.

“I’m trying to remember, but it’s not that easy.”

Even though I understood it intellectually, I couldn’t get the hang of it physically. It was like being told to suddenly grow a third leg and do a tripedal walk after a lifetime of walking on two legs.

Without Ray’s guidance, my mana still wouldn’t budge from my body at all.

But relying solely on Ray’s guidance wouldn’t improve my skills. After Ray guided my mana, I repeatedly tried moving it on my own without Ray’s help.

It felt like navigating the vast ocean without a compass.

The countless mana circuits laid down only added to my confusion.

But after repeating the process over and over again, I could now find the right path with some proficiency.

Perhaps because I had already depleted my strength breaking down that wall earlier, the mana that came out of my palms was quite pitiful in level.

But I could definitely feel it.

What?

The chill.

—Focus on just one at a time.

“Since I don’t know what attribute might be needed, I should prepare as many as possible, right?”


Now that my entire body had close to infinite mana circuits inscribed, wouldn’t it be a waste not to utilize them?

I memorized five of the mana circuits Ray had guided me through.

The fire and ice attributes, which seemed decent enough, and the lightning attribute.

The earth and wood attributes didn’t seem too promising.

Well, it had been difficult for me to even visualize what those attributes would be like in my mind, so it was understandable.

Considering the mana was scraping the floor, my body’s output wasn’t very good.

Somehow, even putting my full strength into it, the most I could do was dent a stone wall.

“Hmm, this might not be enough for monster hunting.”

—The mana force within you, in other words, your manapower is at a pathetic level.

Perhaps feeling irritated, Ray’s tone was arrogant to an unbelievable degree for someone addressing their master.

“Well, it should still be effective enough against people.”

At my words, Ray exclaimed.

—What nonsense is that about using it against people?

“For the time being, I’ll be dealing with people more than gates.”

At those words, Ray cut off all the mana flowing through my mana circuits. Huh, my body instantly felt drained of strength. Was something like this even possible?

—Didn’t you say you would use your power to save this world?

“Wait, wait, just hear me out.”

—There’s no need to listen! I never believed a liar like you from the start! And now you’re already thinking of harming people!

“Geez, it really hurts to be called a liar by someone who knows I’m telling the truth.”

I spat on the floor. Faced with my menacing reaction, Ray finally shut its mouth.


“Didn’t I say a few days ago that I intended to get rid of the bastards ruining this country?”

No matter what, those were the biggest problems in Korea right now.

Although my goal had grown somewhat grander, to protect this world from those invaders, it was important to somehow save even one more precious awakener.

To do that, I had to take down the bad guys.

—The bastards ruining the country?

“There are plenty of cases like that. Dealing with others who might get in the way of their own advancement. Those bad guys will try to eliminate the very heroes who could save this world, simply because they’re in their way.”

I listened to Ray, but I still couldn’t fully grasp how to save this world. But one thing I was certain of was that if I couldn’t save those people, this world would be ruined.

The past annihilation had unfolded exactly like that.

“I can’t save the world alone. Not because I’m incapable, but because the world wasn’t made to be saved by one person alone.”

—There is truth in those words.

At Ray’s words, I smiled as if to say ‘I told you so’.

—You do have a tendency to wiggle your forked tongue excessively.

“Haha, it’s an old habit from my previous life.”

In any case, there was some truth in Ray’s words too. If I grew stronger, I would be much better equipped to deal with this world’s annihilation.

“So this level of strength won’t be enough to face monsters?”

—The mana circuits you’re currently utilizing are 1-stroke.

“1-stroke?”

—Yes, there are grades for mana circuits. From the most basic, to those you can’t even touch without reaching a certain level. Out of the mana circuits inscribed in your body, you can only utilize a small portion.

If there was a 1-stroke, it meant there were also 2-stroke and 3-stroke circuits.

—The highest you can currently use is 2-stroke.


“How do I advance further?”

—Well, there seemed to be some special training method, but I can’t recall it.

I clicked my tongue. Well, I hadn’t expected it to be that easy. If it were that simple, it wouldn’t be my life.

Still, it was a relief that I could at least use stronger techniques than this for now. I didn’t know how powerful a 2-stroke was, but still.

I rose from my spot.

With Ray’s help, I could at least use the basic 1-stroke level of five different attributes.

This should be enough, even if not for conquering gates, then at least to deal with the place I had in mind.

My broken ribs and bruised body had also recovered. Ray’s enhancement of my recovery had helped too (Ray said it had kept a 1-stroke recovery effect active while I slept).

—Where are you going?

“Since my injuries have mostly healed, I thought I’d head out now. I think I’ve got a decent grasp of how to use my abilities.”

To the place where the very first dominos that would lead this world to annihilation resided – the utterly wretched bad guys.

—With just that level of skill?

“This level is enough.”

Because the skills of those there were simply pathetic. Ignoring Ray’s concerns, I escaped the suffocating cave.

* * *

“Why the long face on the guy who just scored a great achievement in the conquest?”

Kim Myeong-cheol, the guild master of the <Crimson Hound> guild, playfully smacked Jeong Ho-san’s back. His hand went numb. Although Jeong Ho-san was the one who took the hit, it was Kim Myeong-cheol’s hand that was in pain.

“Ah, solid muscles, really solid.”

Saying that, Kim Myeong-cheol let out a chuckle. Jeong Ho-san awkwardly scratched the back of his neck.

“My apologies.”

“Aigo, what are you apologizing for? I’m the one who hit you.”

It had been three months since he had brought the A-rank hunter Jeong Ho-san, whose very presence brought reassurance, into this guild.

In just those three short months, Jeong Ho-san had already risen to become a 5-Circle hunter, showing himself more than worthy of being called the <Crimson Hound> guild’s rising star.

The fact that he was still only 5-Circle was due to lack of achievements, but he would likely reach 6-Circle soon.

Whether skills or personality, and with a muscular physique that made musclemen swoon on top of that. Even his face was good-looking enough. If Kim Myeong-cheol had a daughter, he would immediately want Jeong Ho-san as a son-in-law.

In this recent gate conquest too, Jeong Ho-san had made a significant contribution by decisively landing the finishing blow on the boss monster, despite being a novice.

Kim Myeong-cheol had even announced his intention to have an armor made from the boss monster’s hide for Jeong Ho-san, and yet Jeong Ho-san’s expression remained gloomy.

“Is there some problem?”

“I can’t reach my friend.”

“Can’t reach them?”

At those words, Kim Myeong-cheol’s expression also fell. While people might not have been so sensitive to the word ‘missing’ before the emergence of gates, ever since those damned gates appeared, it was impossible not to be wary of that word.

He hoped nothing had happened to that guy.

“When was the last time you contacted them?”

“It’s been over ten days now, I think. I tried contacting them right after the gate conquest ended, but there’s been no reply.”

“Huuh.”

Letting out a sigh, Kim Myeong-cheol stroked his chin and asked:

“Their home?”

“I went there, but it was empty.”

“Then anyone else you could contact separately?”

“No. He doesn’t really socialize much with others.”

The more he spoke, the more ominous the situation seemed to become. Rolling his eyes, Kim Myeong-cheol said, “There haven’t been any separate gate-related incidents recently, at least.”

Kim Myeong-cheol’s daily routine began by checking the news for any gate-related accidents or incidents. As someone who firmly believed it was his duty to conquer gates and protect citizens, having awakened with outstanding talents in this nation of South Korea.

So he could be certain. The disappearance of Jeong Ho-san’s friend seemed to be entangled with something unrelated to gates.

“Is this friend you’re talking about that guy? That, that, that…”

Kim Myeong-cheol struggled to recall the guy’s name, but instead of his name, what surfaced in his mind were derogatory terms like ‘that Babel disgrace’ or ‘that half-baked piece of trash’.

To Kim Myeong-cheol, Jeong Ho-san provided the name. 

“Kang Yi-sin. You saw him a few times before, didn’t you?”

“Ah, yes. Kang Yi-sin.”

Unlike Jeong Ho-san, with his scraggly appearance and slit eyes, Kang Yi-sin had a face that didn’t easily inspire trust no matter who looked at him. Unlike Jeong Ho-san, who had entered this guild through his own abilities, Kang Yi-sin possessed such a mediocre talent that no guild would accept him.

‘I had offered to at least let him join the lowest ranks of our guild, but the arrogant bastard refused even that offer.’

In many ways, he was an utterly displeasing person, but Kim Myeong-cheol had heard that for the orphan Jeong Ho-san, he was his one and only family.

For such a guy to go missing, it was understandable for Jeong Ho-san to be so dejected. Tsk, Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue. But at the same time, an astounding thought crossed his mind.

A way to firmly bind Jeong Ho-san, who still kept his distance despite all the attention and care he had shown, to himself in one fell swoop.

It was to find that precious friend of his. A guy like Jeong Ho-san, who simply quietly did his job, would be forever indebted for such a favor.

The muscular Kim Myeong-cheol asked Jeong Ho-san:

“What did he say he was doing for work?”

“He said he was a gate miner.”

“Hmm.”

At those words, Kim Myeong-cheol nodded his head. He had heard that among awakener miners, there were many who couldn’t resist temptation and resorted to shady dealings, so he wondered if that might be the case here.

“Let me look into it first.”

“Really?”

Jeong Ho-san’s expression showed he hadn’t expected it, but Kim Myeong-cheol thumped his chest.

“Ho-san, didn’t I tell you? This hyung truly cares for you. It’s only natural for me to look into something involving you.”

“But Master, you…”

“Ah ah! Call me hyung, like I said.”

Saying that, Kim Myeong-cheol patted Jeong Ho-san’s shoulder.

“So don’t worry and just wait. This hyung still has quite a wide reach, you know. I’ll find him soon.”

“Thank you!”

Jeong Ho-san deeply bowed his head.

‘This kid really is a kid through and through.’

Even when offered a huge contract fee or an officetel, the kid had remained indifferent, but he was sincerely grateful at being told his friend would be found, bowing that expensive head of his.

‘To make Ho-san truly mine, I’ll have to find that Kang Yi-sin guy no matter what.’

And so, events began unfolding in a direction Kang Yi-sin would not want.
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“Hngh.”

“Unghh.”

The sounds of people groaning in pain around me didn’t stop. But despite the agony, I couldn’t stop moving my body.

If I stopped, the men standing behind me wouldn’t leave me alone.

Han Jo-hee turned his head to the side. The man who had introduced himself as Park Ji-heon already had blue-tinged lips and fingernails – a sign that the mana had seeped into his very marrow.

At that level, no ordinary healing potion could treat the mana poisoning symptoms. He would live the rest of his life suffering from aftereffects. And that was assuming he immediately escaped this place and received treatment. If he remained exposed to this mana-dense environment…

Everyone here had effectively been given a death sentence.

For the sake of their bodies, they should all flee this place. Only then might they have a chance at survival.

No matter how important money was, it couldn’t be more important than one’s life. But the moment they had entered this place, their precious lives no longer belonged to them.

Thud.

Seeing Park Ji-heon collapse beside him, Han Jo-hee shuddered.

“Tch, another one down.”

The guard watching over them clicked his tongue briefly before approaching the corpse.

At the shuffling footsteps approaching from behind, Han Jo-hee squeezed his eyes shut.

This was a bottomless pit with no way out. The only way to escape was to die like Park Ji-heon and leave as a corpse. But even as corpses, they wouldn’t be able to return to their families’ hands.

The man picked up the body and disappeared somewhere with it.

That made three people dragged away like that within a week.

Han Jo-hee looked down at his fingertips. The bluish tinge creeping up told him he didn’t have much time left either.

No, in reality, he didn’t have much time remaining.

The piercing gaze from behind had vanished, but Han Jo-hee couldn’t move a muscle.


The sense of helplessness that had been ingrained over the past few days was tightly restraining his body.

-Don’t trust Im Hyeon-su too much.

If only he had taken that warning more to heart.

Regrets always came too late, but this regret was extremely belated.

Despite Kang Yi-sin’s warning, Han Jo-hee hadn’t been able to refuse Im Hyeon-su’s proposal. The proposal Im Hyeon-su had made to him ten days ago had seemed like a lifeline.

One million won needed to purchase practice equipment for his younger brother, Han Seo-hyeon.

To Han Jo-hee, who hadn’t been able to meet his quota for days due to poor health, it was a staggering sum that left him breathless.

But he couldn’t avoid paying it either.

Unlike himself, who had already been cast aside, his younger brother’s future was bright. If he could just endure for now, the child would eventually see the light.

So he had become greedy, and this was the result of that greed.

He had risked coming here after being told he could receive that huge sum in advance payment.

‘I didn’t know that money would be the price of my life.’

Han Jo-hee let out a wry laugh.

He would perish here.

Just like his co-worker Park Ji-heon had.

“Hey, move it.”

The man who had returned after disposing of Park Ji-heon’s body shouted at Han Jo-hee. With trembling hands, Han Jo-hee moved the pickaxe.

As he had been doing all this time.

* * *

—So you’re going to catch the bad guys?


“In turbulent times, heroes don’t actually appear except in fairy tales. In reality, the bad guys only exploit the turbulence to line their own pockets.”

Just look at Seol Rok-jin – he had simply stoked people’s anxieties to fill his own greedy maw.

There was more than one such thief in this nation of South Korea.

—So you’re going to catch those thieves yourself?

“That’s right. And incidentally, I’ll be lining my own pockets too.”

—So what’s the name of the person you’re going to deal with now?

“Im Hyeon-su.”

The name of the man who had sent my life into a downward spiral.

I had quite a personal score to settle with Im Hyeon-su. If I hadn’t met him, no, if I hadn’t fallen for his words, I wouldn’t have met Seol Rok-jin or put Jeong Ho-san through what I did.

But this time, my motivation wasn’t personal vengeance.

The illegal gate Im Hyeon-su had led me to was the source of Seol Rok-jin’s illegal funds.

Even if shutting down a few gates wouldn’t completely stop Seol Rok-jin, it would at least buy me some time.

With that in mind, I intended to completely destroy that place.

After briefly stopping by home, I took out the shabby clothes I had stashed in my closet and put them on.

—What’s with that getup?

“It’s bait to lure Im Hyeon-su, you could say.”

—You think anyone would fall for such a derelict appearance?

“He would, he goes crazy for people looking like this.”

—What a degenerate.

I didn’t care what Ray was thinking. There wasn’t a shred of untruth in what I had said.


Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I gave a satisfied smile.

To anyone’s eyes, I looked like a complete derelict who had lost everything – home, dignity, all of it.

There couldn’t be a better appearance to explain my absence over the past few weeks.

After finishing my preparations, I immediately headed to the employment agency.

Im Hyeon-su, coming out after a meal, immediately caught my eye.

Fortunate. Without hesitation, I approached him.

“Hyeon-su hyung, can we talk for a bit?”

“Woah, who is this?”

Im Hyeon-su feigned a surprised expression upon seeing me. He acted aghast at my appearance, but I didn’t miss the glint in his eyes.

“What happened to you?”

“Circumstances.”

Speaking in a drained voice, Im Hyeon-su patted my shoulder.

Even though my current state would make any sane person recoil, Im Hyeon-su maintained a friendly expression without the slightest discomfort.

He was impressively composed, to an almost admirable degree.

“What did you want to talk about?”

“Not here. Is there somewhere quieter we could go?”

To the hesitating Im Hyeon-su, I spoke in a trembling voice.

“Yeah, it’s not something I can discuss with everyone around.”

Throwing out a line to the still-hesitating Im Hyeon-su.

“You’ve been good to me all this time, hyung…”

Without a trace of the confident attitude from before, just a drained appearance. He might have been suspicious, but to Im Hyeon-su, who knew me, this was probably closer to my true self.

Im Hyeon-su gave me an affectionate smile and said, “Well, I was wondering where you’d disappeared to. You had me worried, vanishing without a word like that.”

Lowering his voice, Im Hyeon-su whispered, “People were worried you might have gone to some illegal gate.”

How rich, the man who lured people into illegal gates himself was saying such blatant lies. Fully aware of the state the people he had lured met their demise, he could still casually say such things to test me.

I lowered my gaze to the ground. If I looked at Im Hyeon-su now, I felt like he might see right through me.

“Alright, let’s go talk.”

Fortunately, Im Hyeon-su took the bait.

Right now, Im Hyeon-su probably thought he had baited me. Well, we’ll see about that.

“I’ll be back after talking to him for a bit.”

Leaving witnesses behind might not be good, but oh well. I planned to discard this identity anyway.

“Why are you dressed so warmly in the summer?”

Well, it was to conceal my missing identification tag. I gave an awkward laugh.

“It’s, uh, not something I can show people.”

Putting on a sad smile, Im Hyeon-su immediately understood.

Even though I had given him a bit of trouble over Han Jo-hee last time, to Im Hyeon-su’s eyes, I was just an easily deceived loser. With no wariness towards me, there was no need to use my ability.

“I racked up a lot of debt. They said they’d kill me if I didn’t pay it back right away.”

“…A lot of debt?”

“Yes, more than I could ever pay back just working here.”

At those words, the corners of Im Hyeon-su’s mouth curled upwards. His expression revealed he was in quite a good mood. Well, from Im Hyeon-su’s perspective, it must have felt like a pumpkin had fallen right into his lap. An unexpected me had landed in his grasp.

“Hmm, to be honest, I wouldn’t normally recommend this unless the money situation was really dire. But if those are your circumstances, I suppose there’s no other way?”

As expected, Im Hyeon-su started talking about the illegal gate, just as I had anticipated. Already fully aware of the situation, he was still trying to act like a decent guy in front of me, which made me want to burst out laughing at the absurdity.

“Where do I need to go?”

“Chilseong County.”

Chilseong County. The place I had gone in my previous life. My previous visit to that gate had been six months from now. Though by the time I arrived, the mining there had already been well underway.

Of all places, it had to be there.

My hatred for Im Hyeon-su flared up again. This bastard really did intend to dispose of me, huh?

“Under your circumstances, you’ll have to work for a week before receiving the advance payment.”

A lie. Within that week, I would become a corpse. Of course, there would be no advance payment either.

‘Well, it’s a relief you’re the same piece of trash I remember.’

—Why don’t you just get rid of that trash now?

Ray posed that question in response to my thoughts.

Over the past few days in that cave with Ray, I had learned that it could partially read my consciousness. While it couldn’t delve into my deeper psyche, it could read the thoughts I consciously surfaced.

Thanks to that, I could converse with Ray like this even with another person present.

‘He might be unaware, but a curse has been inscribed within that guy. It transmits his location and condition in real-time. If I deal with him here…’

“The enemies would immediately become aware of the situation.”

That was why.

It wasn’t because I had a soft spot for Im Hyeon-su, but I decided to postpone dealing with him for now. Instead, I tried to extract information from Im Hyeon-su.

No matter how dismissive Im Hyeon-su was of me, he wasn’t an idiot, so there were limits to the information I could glean.

But I did manage to confirm how to access the illegal gate.

These people were operating a sort of shuttle taxi service. They used ordinary passenger vehicles, making it nearly impossible to find this ‘taxi’ unless you had received prior contact.

If I went to the Bupyeong Station at the appointed time, a car would come to pick me up.

Just like in my previous life.

“I really wouldn’t normally refer this kind of thing, but your situation seems really dire, so I’m telling you. It’s an illegal operation, so big trouble if you go blabbing about it elsewhere, you know?”

“Thank you, hyung.”

Suppressing my true feelings, I deeply bowed my head to express my gratitude.

“I hope you can pay off your debts for sure.”

“Yes, I have to pay them back.”

I planned to pay back the debt that had ruined my life in the previous world, with interest compounded heavily on top.
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There’s a saying that a nobleman’s revenge, even if it takes ten years, is not too late. I may not be a nobleman, but someone who has lived my whole life as a villain, yet even so, I’ve been able to take my revenge after a decade.

—Were you a returner?

I considered beating around the bush a bit, but since Ray and I were in the same boat anyway. Besides, it wouldn’t be strange to hide my circumstances after revealing Ray’s situation to me.

“If I wasn’t, how could someone like me with no abilities have found you?”

—So you knew the one who obtained me in your previous life. I see. I was wondering how a worm like you became connected to me.

“Have a little consideration for this listening worm too, would you?”

Making such remarks in front of someone listening. I thought it had opened up to me a bit, but it seemed some resentment still remained.

Tsk, inwardly clicking my tongue, I continued speaking.

“The one who possessed you in my previous life had no interest in saving the world. He only used you to satisfy his own selfish desires.”

The Park Se-woon I had witnessed was far too far removed from being a savior.

He was someone who never even considered sharing his luck with others. Just look at how closely he associated with Seol Rok-jin – wasn’t that enough of a giveaway?

Didn’t it pour out endless nagging about how I was an S-rank awakener? How vexing.

“It just means rank alone isn’t everything.”

Perhaps sensing my disgruntled mood, Ray haltingly spoke.

—Well, I can’t know my own thoughts from the previous life, but I must have had some intentions, right?

“Intentions, my ass. Just watching how that guy carried himself for three days was enough to get a read on him.”

Park Se-woon was someone utterly unfit to become this world’s savior from the start. And to have chosen such a guy and still talk so big.

—And what’s your assessment of yourself?

I was well aware of my own abilities. That I was far too lacking to call myself this world’s savior.

But I knew better than anyone how to deal with the bad guys. Because I was someone who had peered too deeply into the abyss and become the abyss itself.


Even so, wasn’t I still trying my best somehow?

“I’m the stock that’s going to explode in the future.”

—What stock?

Forget it, what was the point of talking to this dimension-hopping bumpkin? As I inwardly sighed, Ray’s voice echoed in my head.

—In any case, as you said, you are my master now. Whether I like it or not, I have to go forward with you from now on.

“Yes, I hope that thought doesn’t change moving forward.”

Since I couldn’t separate from this thing, we were in the same boat, no, the same body. It would be better for us to get along amicably.

—By the way, what did you experience in your previous life to hold such a grudge?

Although I was barely maintaining my composure, Ray, who could read my mind, must have realized it.

How many times I had suppressed the urge to lash out in front of Im Hyeon-su.

“It was a horrific experience, so horrific I don’t even want to explain it.”

—Hmm.

After those words, Ray fell silent. Having truly not wanted to talk about the past, I was grateful for Ray’s silence.

After briefly settling my emotions, I double-checked the information I had received from Im Hyeon-su.

Bupyeong Station, 3 PM today.

“Do you know what’s most important when dealing with bad guys?”

—You’re asking me because you know I can read your mind anytime?

“Well, it’s more fun to have a conversation, isn’t it?”

—Sheesh, fine. What’s most important?

Although there wasn’t much entertainment value in our back-and-forth, it was something at least. With a wry smile, I spoke.


“Timing.”

The moment you touch one side, they’ll be ready to fold and scatter everywhere.

So this one strike had to properly pluck everything. Information, money, whatever.

—Trying so hard to act cool when there’s no one even around to see.

I deliberately ignored Ray’s mocking voice echoing in my mind.

* * *

I arrived at Bupyeong Station. After checking the items I had purchased from the black market beforehand and buying a skewer of fish cakes from a street vendor, the timing was perfect.

What was parked in front of me was an old Sonata that looked about ten years old. A man with a soot-stained face stuck his head out from the driver’s side and asked me,

“Your name?”

“Kang Yi-sin.”

“Get in.”

Nodding my head, I got into the Sonata and wrinkled my nose. The stale scent of cigarette smoke and the lingering odors of the people who had spent time in this car were enough to numb my senses.

—What a dreadful stench!

Ray cried out like that.

Having had a weak stomach for the past few days, I was about to die too. Seeing my contorted expression, the man in the driver’s seat opened his mouth with an awkward look.

“Sorry about that, I just dropped off some guys working on site. You know how it is, no matter how much you air it out, the stench just won’t go away. Plus, the place is a bit far, you see?”

The Chilseong County gate was indeed located in a remote area. Which was probably why illegal mining was possible there. Since they had to travel that far distance with those stinking people, the stench was unavoidable, the man babbled on, to which I just nodded vaguely and shut my mouth.

I had no intention of wasting energy by flapping my gums unnecessarily. The man, who had repeatedly glanced at me through the rearview mirror, focused on driving once he saw I had fallen silent, looking tired.

After dropping me off, the man immediately disappeared elsewhere.

“Is it okay to leave a witness like this? Didn’t you say you planned to kill a lot of people there?”


Ray, aware of what I intended to do at that illegal gate, asked me with apparent unease.

“The important thing is that this person is a witness. I plan to discard the identity of Kang Yi-sin today.”

Professor Geum could only conceal my identification tag’s signal for a maximum of two weeks. So Kang Yi-sin had to disappear in a natural way, somehow.

“There’s no place more natural for someone to go missing than at a gate.”

Today, I had brought the GPS that Professor Geum had given me. I planned to throw this GPS into the gate.

—How will you close the gate? You can’t properly conquer it, can you?

“Originally, the gates that miners go to are all ones that have already been fully conquered. They’re just being kept open with a gate maintenance device.”

—There’s such a thing?

“Yes. So all I have to do is take care of business and then remove that maintenance device. Then the gate will close, and all evidence will disappear from this world.”

—Aha, I see your plan now.

“Yeah, so I have to properly show my face.”

To prove that the disgrace of Babel, Kang Yi-sin, had come here and failed to escape.

Well then, shall I get to work? I approached the green gate shining in the middle of the mountainside.

* * *

“You’re back again.”

Damn fools. Kim, the one in charge of the site, spat on the ground. It had come at a rather convenient time, as they were severely shorthanded.

Hopefully this one coming today would last a decent amount of time.

With that expectation, Kim raised his gaze.

But looking at the shabby appearance and emaciated figure, it didn’t seem likely this one would even last until tomorrow, let alone for a long time.

‘He looks like he’ll drop dead if you so much as poke him.’

The circumstances that led these people to flow in here were obvious, but still, to send someone like that. Kim inwardly cursed Im Hyeon-su. At least let him replenish his strength a bit before sending him. What was this? At best, he might last three days. No, two days? They were already being pressured from above to meet their quotas, and this would only make things more difficult.

But for now, an extra pair of hands was still an extra pair of hands. Nothing could be done about it.

Kim approached the man.

“You’re here to work?”

Normally when Kim spoke like this, the other person would nod tensely. With full-body tattoos and a stature nearing 2 meters, the hulking Kim was an intimidating presence that would make anyone nervous.

But this man before him was different.

The moment Kim’s words reached him, the man’s demeanor changed. Just by squaring his shoulders and straightening his waist, the shabby impression completely vanished. When the man raised his head to meet Kim’s gaze, Kim unknowingly gulped.

Could an atmosphere really shift so instantly like this?

“Yeah, I’m here to work.”

In that moment, Kim didn’t even realize the man had dropped formalities and spoken informally to him.

He was different from the ordinary people. The man exuded an aura unique to those in high positions.

What was this? The man’s scrawny body, which had looked on the verge of collapse just moments ago, now felt as imposing as a mountain.

Unable to utter a word before the man, he leisurely continued speaking.

“The higher-ups sent me to check if things are running smoothly here.”

“Wh, what’s that supposed to…”

Kim froze at the abruptly dropped term. The higher-ups? The moment those words came out, Kim bit his lip. There was no way some small fry like him would know those people, he wanted to say, but the moment he met the man’s eyes, those words remained stuck in his throat.

No matter how much the man looked like a vagrant from the outside, Kim couldn’t bring himself to dismiss him.

‘Could the higher-ups really have sent him?’

But Kim still harbored doubts. While people from above did occasionally show up, they had never sent someone looking so shabby like this before.

Full of suspicion, Kim asked the man:

“It’s not even an inspection day, is it?”

“Well, I heard there were some secretly skimming off the quotas among you guys. So I’ve got to check things out secretly.”

At those words, Kim gulped and rolled his eyes. Now he understood why the man was in such a sorry state.

‘Those bastards! They told us to skim off just a reasonable amount!’

A long tail gets stepped on, as the saying went. No matter how carefully he had tried to be, it seemed they had been found out in the end. Damn it, he hadn’t expected things to turn out like this.

“You’re not in on it too, are you?”

The man’s upturned lips and piercing gaze sent a chill through Kim. Gulping, Kim replied,

“No, I’m just the one who brings people in and out from outside. I have no idea what goes on inside.”

After scrutinizing Kim from head to toe, the man said:

“Alright, I’ll believe you for now.”

Whew, Kim inwardly let out a sigh of relief at the man’s words. If he had been on that man’s bad side, who knew what would have happened.

“Open up the gate first.”

“You’re, you’re going in?”

“Yeah, the higher-ups want me to thoroughly inspect the inside. I’ll be staying for a few days to observe the situation.”

Were they really going to root everything out this time? How could he escape this situation? Or perhaps, if he took care of this man first?

For a moment, that thought crossed his mind, but Kim immediately shook his head inwardly. No matter how shabby the man looked, if he had been sent by those people, he was undoubtedly a highly skilled expert far beyond Kim’s level.

Kim had no confidence he could win against such a skilled person.

Obediently, Kim opened the gate. Just as he was about to turn around and address the man with a subservient expression, it happened.

“Thanks for the guid-“

Immediately followed by immense pain, and then darkness.
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Thud, the man’s body fell forward.

As expected, the electric attribute was the best for incapacitating people. As I shoved the man’s heavy body further into the gate while he groaned, Ray threw out a remark.

—He believed your words that easily?

“His mental fortitude was just that lacking. There were actually people skimming off the mana stones here too.”

To dare lay their hands on Seol Rok-jin’s possessions. They simply didn’t yet understand how terrifying Seol Rok-jin could be, to make such a mistake.

“When there are sore spots to prick at, it’s only natural for one’s thinking to become shortsighted.”

Even lies required technique. By seizing on their weaknesses and shaking them up, they wouldn’t have the leeway to doubt me.

After dragging the man’s body fully into the gate, I took off the backpack I had been carrying. An ordinary miner would probably take out a pickaxe or something here, but what I took out was different.

—You’re planning to kill everyone here?

“They were all going to die anyway, even if it wasn’t by my hand.”

Once Seol Rok-jin learned of the embezzlement, he would have made everyone here pay with their lives.

Wearing a bag that allowed me to carry potions on my waist, I calmly refilled them. They could become my second life, so I had to take good care of them. And in my hand was a sharp dagger about the length of my palm.

Despite its appearance, it was crafted from processed monster bones, sturdy enough to withstand considerable impacts. I had paid 30 million won for this single dagger.

And this 30 million won dagger’s first task was to pierce the throat of the man lying before me.

Phuook, the sharp dagger penetrated through the skin and severed the man’s carotid artery. Phusshh, blood splattered onto my face. I wiped it off with the back of my hand.

Warm.

This was my first killing since returning to this life.

I feel nothing.

Well, maybe not quite.

—Your hand.


Heeding Ray’s words, I saw that my hand was trembling uncontrollably.

“Hah.”

Even though it was something I had done countless times before, for some reason…

I muttered that, but it felt like the unpleasant sensation of the dagger piercing through flesh still lingered on my fingertips.

This was a sensation I could never seem to get used to. Come to think of it, it had been a while since I had soiled my hands like this.

The trembling didn’t last long. My soul must have become so numb and calloused. I wiped the man’s blood off on my pants.

From now on, I had to stay fully alert.

The ones I would face next wouldn’t be as easy to deal with as this one.

This gate’s terrain was rocky. Unlike the previous gate I had worked at where I would end up drenched in sweat, it was good that I wouldn’t here, but on the flip side, there was a lack of terrain features to conceal my body.

In this barren rocky area devoid of trees or grass, my location would be completely exposed.

The enemies were at least C-rank hunters. Approaching them directly would be tantamount to suicide.

From my backpack, I took out the cloak I had prepared and draped it over my outer clothes. As soon as I wore the cloak, it began camouflaging itself to blend with the surroundings.

—Oh, this is…

“Made from the skin of a Mimic Lizard.”

With the hide of the mid-tier Mimic Lizard monster, I could make a camouflage robe like this. If there were no places to conceal my body, I would simply camouflage myself. While it might be noticeable up close, no one would be scrutinizing the background that intently.

In fact, I had spent most of my money to purchase this cloak. Although it could only be used about three times at most, it was still better than entering this place teeming with enemies without any cover, which would be suicidal.

I also wore a mask to conceal my face.

It was just a cheap smiling mask I had casually picked up from a stationery store. With it being a regular stationery store purchase, the durability wouldn’t be great, but since it wasn’t meant for defensive purposes, it would suffice.

—What’s that for?

“I can’t exactly kill everyone here, can I?”


—But you said you were planning to kill them all earlier.

“That was just referring to the bad guys working here. I have no intention of killing the ones who were forcibly brought here too.”

While they were foolish enough to be deceived into coming here, which was a crime in itself, it wasn’t a crime deserving of death in a place like this.

With my entire body meticulously concealed, I followed the trail of footprints on the ground.

With each step, the memories became clearer. Memories I had already erased long ago, no, wanted to erase.

In my previous life, I had come here solely after being told I could earn bigger money. The unsettling smile on the man’s face as he watched me enter the gate had bothered me, but at the time, I had only felt excitement.

No matter how illegal the gate was, I had thought that ‘I’ would be able to safely escape from here.

How naive and foolish a thought that had been.

After not walking too far, the problematic mining site came into view. As soon as I heard the clanging sounds of pickaxes striking rock, I immediately went prone on the hill. Raising my binoculars to my eyes, I surveyed the scene.

—My, a hellscape if there ever was one.

While there were environments where mana stones were buried in soft earth, there were also cases like this where the mana stones were embedded in rock. The purity was better on this side, but the mining conditions were far worse.

The sight of naked men mining the rocks below while under the watchful glares of the guards truly looked no different from hell, as Ray had said.

—They wouldn’t even treat slaves like this.

“Worse than slaves. At least slaves aren’t treated as disposable. The workers here are disposable. If they just keel over and die while being worked like that, that’s the end of it.”

—Disposable?

“So they can’t let anyone who experienced this place out into the world and reveal what happened.”

In other words, they had no intention of ever letting them leave alive.

Which was why they didn’t bother treating the mana poisoning, simply working them to death here.

‘First, I’ll deal with the guards.’

Having set up a trap that would emit a sound when triggered behind the hill, I carefully slid down the slope below.


Hiding behind a nearby boulder, I pressed the button. From the trap I had set, a voice rang out.

[He, help me!]

A young girl’s voice that should have been impossible to hear in this place.

“What was that sound?”

The guard immediately reacted. Not an adult’s voice, but a child’s. As I had said earlier, when there were sore spots to prick at, one’s thinking became shortsighted.

Instead of contacting his colleagues through the radio, the guard immediately ran up the hill towards the source of the sound.

I carefully moved to a spot out of the guard’s line of sight.

“What the, damn it.”

Realizing it had all been a crude speaker, the guard’s face contorted. But just as he was about to open his mouth, having grasped that this was all a trap to lure him out, I had already reached him and plunged the dagger into his throat.

“Kuk.”

The man clutched at his throat, an expression of disbelief on his face.

But no matter how tightly he gripped his neck, there was no stopping the flow of blood gushing out. With his carotid artery and trachea severed in one strike, the man collapsed sideways without even a chance to cry out properly.

No matter how formidable a hunter, reacting to such an ambush wasn’t easy.

Easily dealt with for someone around the 4-Circle level, unless they were a superhuman above the 6-Circle.

Another one down like that. I dragged the man’s body to a large boulder in the corner and hid it there, letting out a breath.

—That makes two now.

The mining sites here were scattered around. Naturally, the guards overseeing each site were quite far apart from each other, so as long as I properly concealed this body, I should be able to deal with the rest in a similar manner.

I had to.

“Hey, did you check that out?”

At the voice coming from beyond the hill, I immediately went prone on the ground.

This was an unexpected development?

Fortunately, the man didn’t seem to have noticed me hidden behind the boulder. But he had spotted the bloodstains on the ground.

“Wh, what is this?!”

The man immediately took out the radio on his waist. Just as he was about to speak into it, I rushed at him.

Tap tap, I moved as quickly as I could across the ground, but it still took time to reach the man, allowing him to react to my ambush.

“Kuk!”

The dagger I had thrown struck the man’s forearm. While I had managed to land a decent hit, the problem was that I hadn’t been able to take him down in one strike.

Tossing aside the dagger embedded in his forearm, the man drew out his mana.

Seeing his pupils glow blue, I grit my teeth.

Most blue-eyed awakeners were of the physical enhancement type. Sure enough, his muscles visibly bulged before my eyes.

‘Damn it, I chose the wrong target.’

Although I had trained my body to a decent extent, having slacked off during my time at the academy had made me soft, and my body, lacking any innate physical talent, was no match for his strength.

In an instant, I was seized and slammed to the ground by the man. Kweek, my back colliding with the rocky floor sent searing pain through my entire body, as if it would shatter.

In that moment, the only consolation was that I had managed to snatch the radio from his hand. Tossing it away, I had at least prevented other reinforcements from getting involved.

Okay, that took care of others interfering.

“Who are you? Who sent you here?”

“Phut.”

Spitting out a bloody glob of spit, I spoke.

“You think I’ll obediently answer if you ask?”

—You’re not really in a position to be running your mouth like that.

As Ray said, I was no match for this man.

Even after obtaining Ray and gaining the ability to freely wield mana’s attributes, my physical specs still paled in comparison to his.

But that was only if I recklessly engaged him head-on in his own style of combat.

From my waist, I took out a potion vial.

“You physical enhancement types, you only believe in the sturdiness of your own bodies.”

My old buddy Jeong Ho-san had an incredible A-rank potential in the physical enhancement talent. How many times did you think I had clashed with him to improve my skills?

Even for the physical enhancement types who hardened their bodies, there were still openings to exploit.

Especially for a low-rank one like this man before me.

I threw the potion vial onto the ground, shattering it. Instantly, thick smoke enveloped the area. Just as the ‘enhancement’ part implied, the man immediately sensed my movements through the smokescreen and pursued me.

But this was exactly what I had been aiming for.

I immediately threw another potion vial at the man.

This time, an acidic potion.

“Aaaarrghhh!”

Drenched in a venom more potent than hydrochloric acid, the man began screaming.

In that moment, seizing his opening, I immediately plunged my fingers into his eyes. Ughh, the sensation of his eyeballs bursting was utterly vile.

“No matter how much of a physical enhancement type, there are limits to what you can enhance as weakpoints.”

“Guaaaaahhh!”

Wailing, the man grabbed onto me and flung me around violently. Unable to withstand his immense strength, my body went flying and crashed into the ground. This time, I slammed into a boulder as I was flung away.

“Damn it, damn it.”

My ribs, which had only just mended, were shattered again. Kkeuk. With the ribs Ray had just helped begin healing now completely broken, I let out a groan as I clutched my side.

“My eyes! My, my eyes, you, damn, bastard!”

Having lost both eyes, the man crawled around on the ground, shrieking.

Damn it, at this rate, even without the radio, he would be alerting the entire area that something was happening with all his screaming.

I fed the howling man an electric charge. Only after his body collapsed could I finally sit down and catch my breath.

But not for long. Staggering to my feet, I picked up the dagger from the ground and plunged it into the man’s neck.

“Huck, hukkk.”

—Brutal.

“But effective, isn’t it?”

Back in the academy, I had been called excessively brutal in my methods. Only those with overwhelming power could afford to hold back. To defeat such powerful beings, this was the only way.

In the end, I was the one who survived.

My entire body ached from the beating I had taken.

“Ungh.”

No matter how fast an awakener’s body recovered, if I kept getting tossed around like this every day, my body wouldn’t be able to withstand it.

Just this place, I’ll deal with just this place. Then I’ll rest for a while.

“Damn it.”

Picking up the mask that had been shattered by the man’s fist, I let out a sigh. I hadn’t brought any spares.

Then I felt a gaze watching me from above.
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Wearing only tattered pants and being completely bare-chested, he looked just like one of the miners working here. Covered in so much dust that his face was unrecognizable, it seemed he had really been worked to the bone.

I relaxed my posture. If he was a miner, he was at least on my side. It wasn’t good that he had seen my face, but still, he wasn’t an enemy, at least. Perhaps if I politely asked him to conceal my identity…

“You, you’re Kang, Kang Yi-sin?”

My thoughts came to an abrupt halt at that voice.

“Han Jo-hee?”

Shockingly, this vagrant was someone I knew.

“How, how did you end up here?”

Han Jo-hee’s appearance looked so dreadful that it wouldn’t be surprising if he dropped dead on the spot.

Damn it, I had warned him to be wary of Im Hyeon-su, but he still ended up coming to this place. Then again, what fault did Han Jo-hee have? He must have been in such dire financial straits.

I wiped my face.

I didn’t know whether meeting someone I knew here was a good thing or a bad thing. Han Jo-hee glanced between me and the corpse before shutting his mouth. The bluish tinge on his sickly complexion didn’t seem to be solely from mana poisoning.

Looking at my bloodstained hands and the corpse, I let out a wry laugh.

“It’s a misunderstanding.”

I had smiled to reassure him, but Han Jo-hee’s face only grew paler.

Why was that?

“Looking at your current state, ah, never mind.”

Hey, mister. Why did you just trail off like that? For a moment, I felt irritated by Ray’s tone, but putting Han Jo-hee at ease was more important right now.

“Well, I’m on the side of the people who were brought here. These bad guys here are my enemies, you see.”

Saying that, I wiped the blood off the dagger. It was a poor explanation, but I couldn’t reveal my entire plan to him. Han Jo-hee nodded his head with an uneasy expression, but at least he seemed to accept that I wasn’t an enemy.

“How long have you been here?”


“One week.”

At those words, I inwardly clicked my tongue.

—He actually managed to survive until now.

As Ray said, Han Jo-hee had already reached his limit. Even if I got him out of here, the mana that had seeped into his body would cause his organs to fail, and he would soon die.

Han Jo-hee was already a dead man walking.

At my gaze, Han Jo-hee quietly lowered his eyes.

“Haha, I should have listened to you.”

What could I say to those words? No matter what I said, I couldn’t console Han Jo-hee.

With a bitter smile, Han Jo-hee asked me, “Why did you come here?”

“Do I need a reason to deal with bad guys?”

I deflected his question like that. No matter how well I knew him, I had no reason to reveal my information. Especially since my face had already been exposed.

As I dragged the corpse into a crevice between the rocks, I asked Han Jo-hee, “By any chance, do you know when the last person came in here?”

With an even paler face, Han Jo-hee answered me, “About five days ago.”

Damn. Their conditions must all be terrible then. Even if they got out of here, at best they might last a week.

“Do you know how many guards there are?”

“There were four.”

“So two are left now.”

Excluding the one guarding the outside entrance that I had dealt with on my way in, I had taken down two, leaving two remaining.

Since I had prevented them from contacting each other by radio, they wouldn’t know I had entered. But the problem was that there might be others who had heard the commotion, like Han Jo-hee. Biting my lip at the sounds of movement coming from beyond the hill, my thoughts turned to the mask.

I had brought it specifically in case of situations like this, but it had been absurdly shattered.


As I was pondering that, Han Jo-hee spoke up, “Were you trying to conceal your identity?”

“Well, yeah. It wouldn’t be good if it was exposed, you know.”

I shrugged my shoulders, gesturing towards the corpse I had hidden behind the boulder.

“So stay here. I’ll cover for you.”

“You can do that?”

“If it can help.”

Han Jo-hee approached the miners who had come over the hill first. I pulled my hood down low and watched that scene. I had worried he might change his mind and attack me, but fortunately, that didn’t happen.

At Han Jo-hee’s words, all the miners seemed to relax, dropping their shoulders, with some even tossing aside the pickaxes in their hands. Han Jo-hee gestured towards me, as if telling me not to worry about this place.

I hadn’t expected this kind of help. In any case, it had worked out well.

I had about 50% of my mana remaining.

Moving forward, I would only be able to use elemental charges two or three more times at most.

Two guards remained.

Could I pull this off?

Gritting my teeth, I stood up.

From my waist, I took out a potion vial and drank it down.

Unlike top-grade potions that instantly healed wounds, I still felt sore all over, but it was better than nothing.

—Just because your ribs are broken, you’re acting all tough. Back in my day, we powered through things like that with sheer willpower.

“Heh, I thought you didn’t have any memories.”

At Ray’s words, I let out a hollow laugh. And yet, seeing it surreptitiously enhance my body’s recovery with mana, it seemed Ray was still concerned about me to some extent.

—The remaining ones shouldn’t be much trouble.


I could only hope so.

* * *

Fortunately, as Ray had said, the remaining two weren’t much trouble at all.

One was blatantly sleeping on the job, and I cut off the final one’s windpipe while he was too flustered to properly use his abilities.

And these were supposed to be hunters?

What was the point of being born with a talent if you didn’t bother to cultivate it?

I spat on the ground. While it was understandable that they had grown complacent from only bullying the weak instead of properly conquering gates as true hunters, it still left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Perhaps it reminded me of my previous life, where I had suffered hardship for lacking any talent.

“Haah.”

After bandaging my wounds, I rose from the spot.

Now it was time to collect my share.

With the mana stones yet to be taken outside, they were piled up here and there. I took out a compression bag and scooped up all the mana stones in sight. Just what I had gathered was probably worth billions of won.

Even after filling all my pockets, there were still plenty of mana stones left over. I should distribute those to the others. It might be insufficient compensation for their impending deaths, but I still needed to give them something. In Han Jo-hee’s case, he even had a younger brother.

I also rummaged through the corpses and living quarters of those bastards to collect any artifacts. Most were low-grade, but there was one usable item.

—They even had something like this.

“They must have been using it communally.”

An artifact called a ‘shelter’ that could create a completely isolated safe zone. Spatial manipulation artifacts were astronomically expensive.

It was an essential artifact for gate conquests, but not many teams even carried one due to the cost.

It seemed they had kept it for emergencies, but thanks to that, I had stumbled upon a windfall. I should sell this in the black market.

“Now I need to remove the gate maintenance device.”

—You mean the one maintaining this gate?

“Yes. While it wouldn’t work on high-rank gates, it’s effective enough for these lower-rank gates. Thanks to that, they were able to thoroughly exploit this dimension’s resources.”

—A dimensional rift is meant to collapse once it has served its purpose. To think they stopped that collapse. The humans of this world are quite something.

The moment I removed the gate maintenance device, I could feel the flow of mana within the gate change.

In an hour or two, this place would collapse.

I needed to get out before then.

I headed towards the area where Han Jo-hee had been. I had asked him to gather the people, but I didn’t know if he had properly done so.

After not walking too far, I spotted Han Jo-hee and a group of people.

Pulling my hood down low, I approached Han Jo-hee.

Behind Han Jo-hee, about fifteen people were gathered. I could also see people who must have fled here after the commotion I had caused earlier.

“Did you gather everyone?”

“Yeah.”

Including Han Jo-hee, there were a total of fifteen people. There had definitely been more than fifteen who had been brought here initially. While alive, none of them seemed to be in good condition.

It was only natural for people who had worked in a place like this without any mana poisoning filters.Even if they got out of here, it would be difficult for them to function normally moving forward.

“First, tell them to take the mana stones over there.”

I handed the bundled mana stones I had pre-packaged to the people.

‘But even these could be poison to them.’

Even if they took the mana stones out, without proper buyers lined up, they could end up being a poison to these people. But after all this hardship, I couldn’t have them leave empty-handed either.

With a complicated expression, Han Jo-hee looked at me and said, “Thank you, I won’t ask about your circumstances. Just getting me out of this hell is more than enough.”

I handed Han Jo-hee a pouch of mana stones.

“This is…”

“What you and the others mined. You should at least take your share, hyung.”

“But I’ll be dead soon anyway.”

I couldn’t refute those words. Han Jo-hee would indeed die soon.

Of course, there were methods to treat mana poisoning, but those methods were prohibitively expensive to the point of being outrageous, and the effects were minimal at best. At most, they could only halt the current symptoms, with no hope of a complete cure.

It was a method Han Jo-hee, who had come here to earn even a single extra won, would be unable to utilize.

But he should still take the mana stones.

“You came here because of your younger brother, didn’t you?”

Unlike me, who had ended up here due to an inferiority complex towards Jeong Ho-san, Han Jo-hee had come to this place for his younger brother. It was a sacrifice for his family. No matter how it had turned out, I didn’t want to dismiss that fact.

It wasn’t often you encountered someone who cherished their family so much.

Confirming that the people had taken the mana stones, I spoke, “Let’s all get out of here.”

“Thank you, I really don’t know what to say to you.”

“If you’re thankful, just tell people I died here. That I was here but failed to escape in time.”

At my words, Han Jo-hee blinked his eyes.

“Tell them you died?”

“I’ve made enemies with the ones operating this place, you see.”

“Ah.”

“Please tell the others the same. I have circumstances where I can’t let my identity be exposed.”

“…After sharing the mana stones and even saving our lives, that’s all you want in return? There’s a more definitive way to do that, you know.”

Han Jo-hee was aware of it too.

—If you really want to conceal your identity, it would be more certain to just kill them all and silence them.

That to truly keep this a secret, there was no need to spare their lives like this. Killing them and silencing them would be far safer.

Well, yes, but. Then wouldn’t I be no different from the truly bad guys?

‘I won’t become like that man, Seol Rok-jin.’

My previous life of playing the villain had been enough. I didn’t want to become like those monsters who had discarded even their humanity while making excuses about efficiency and whatnot.

Turning back, Han Jo-hee relayed my request to the others.

“Will that really be enough?”

The people asked me, and I nodded.

“Just tell them you all escaped from here through your own efforts.”

“Who would believe that?”

“What does it matter? This gate will be closing soon anyway.”

Once the gate closed, this entire space would disappear completely. All evidence would vanish.

“Thank you.”

“Really, thank you. I thought I was going to rot away trapped in there for sure.”

“I won’t forget this debt.”

At the people’s grateful words, I awkwardly averted my gaze.

While I was familiar with resentment, this kind of gratitude was something I still couldn’t adapt to. I hadn’t even fully saved them. In the end, all the people here would die within the month anyway.

In any case, leaving their heavy gratitude behind, I turned to leave.

There was some commotion as the people screamed upon seeing the corpses near the gate entrance, but well. Those were just the bad guys, so it was fine, right?

Alright, now to open the gate and leave for freedom.

I opened the door and stepped through.

And then…

I encountered an unexpected situation.
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There was someone standing in front of the gate where there should have been no one.

A man dressed in a black suit that looked sweltering just to look at. The moment he saw me, his face contorted.

“Who are you to be coming out of that illegal gate?”

I wanted to ask the same thing. Who are you to be standing here in front of this place? Perhaps one of Seol Rok-jin’s underlings? As I was thinking that and about to draw out what little mana I had left, I sensed movement from behind the man.

The man guarding the gate hadn’t been alone. And the moment I saw the person standing behind this man, I was stunned.

“Yi-sin?”

Jeong Ho-san, why were you here? Flustered, I opened my mouth wide.

But there was someone even more shocking than Jeong Ho-san present.

‘Why the hell was the Crimson Hound guild’s Kim Myeong-cheol here?!’

Kim Myeong-cheol, the Firehound of the <Crimson Hound> guild, was standing right beside Jeong Ho-san.

What reason could those two possibly have for being here? If the man before me was also from the <Crimson Hound> guild, then there were three whole members of the <Crimson Hound> guild standing guard in front of this illegal gate.

Jeong Ho-san, an A-rank physical enhancement 5-Circle hunter.

Kim Myeong-cheol, an A-rank pyromancer 7-Circle hunter.

And the man before me looked to be at least a 4-5 Circle level, so no matter how many times I was reborn, there would be no way for me to escape from here.

Damn it.

I rolled my eyes.

To be caught coming out of an illegal gate, this was the worst possible scenario.

“Is that guy your friend?”

In contrast to my flustered state, Kim Myeong-cheol before me seemed overwhelmingly composed. Pointing at me as he asked Jeong Ho-san that question, Jeong Ho-san numbly nodded his head.

“Secretary Hwang, detain that guy first.”


At those words, the man named Secretary Hwang immediately drew out his mana. Seeing his pupils turn blue, I bit my lip.

Could I shake off this Secretary Hwang and get out of here?

“Hyung.”

At Jeong Ho-san’s word, Kim Myeong-cheol glanced at him with a displeased expression and changed his words.

“So since he’s our Ho-san’s friend, let’s bring him over politely and hear what he’s been up to, like if he was maybe forcibly, uh, held captive in that illegal gate and just escaped.”

At that moment, people began pouring out from outside the gate.

Kim Myeong-cheol and Jeong Ho-san reacted first.

“Who are those people?”

Secretary Hwang also rolled his eyes, seemingly flustered by the sudden appearance of the people. Well, it was understandable to be flustered. Not just one or two, but fifteen naked, emaciated, dust-covered men had come spilling out.

As gazes turned towards the people, I fiddled with the potion belt around my waist. I had a smoke potion or two left, didn’t I?

If it had just been this Secretary Hwang alone, I might have used the smoke potion.

But with Kim Myeong-cheol present, that pyromancer, a mere smoke potion wouldn’t work. He would instantly burn away the smoke with his flames.

I lowered the hand that had reached for my waist.

“Who are they?”

At Secretary Hwang’s question, I remained silent. My silence only heightened the tension. Secretary Hwang’s fingers twitched. The rings covering his fingers melted and reshaped into gauntlets.

Damn it, they were magic tools. I had wondered why he was wearing so many seemingly useless rings. I also grasped my dagger.

“Hey, Secretary Hwang. Why don’t we invite these new friends over too? We can all sit together and hear what happened inside there, can’t we?”

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s instructions, Secretary Hwang let out a brief sigh before gesturing for me to go over there. But I didn’t budge an inch.

Entering Kim Myeong-cheol of the Crimson Hound guild’s line of sight was far more terrifying than dealing with this Secretary Hwang.

“The Master wishes to speak with you. Please come over there.”


But even at those words, I didn’t move. Seeing me persist in not moving, Secretary Hwang spoke up.

“If you keep this up, I’ll have to escort you by force.”

Seeing the confrontation unfolding between us, Han Jo-hee looked like he wanted to say something, but I shook my head at him.

If Han Jo-hee tried to speak up for me now, everything would be ruined. Of course, it wasn’t like I had only done bad things inside that gate either.

Well, I might have killed some people, but if it was the only way to save those being exploited here, even these people would understand me.

But I couldn’t let that happen.

—Why?

‘Because Seol Rok-jin would learn about me.’

—You seem to truly fear that man.

‘Apart from that, there are plenty of other undesirable consequences, so I’d rather not be exposed if possible.’

I didn’t want to bring up anything related to Seol Rok-jin. Especially not here. As I deflected the topic, Ray also fell silent.

—So you can’t be caught by them here, is that it?

‘That’s right.’

So how could I obediently go along with what Secretary Hwang was ordering?

Seeing us sizing each other up, Kim Myeong-cheol let out an exasperated shout.

“I don’t know why you acquaintances are acting like this. Ho-san, do you want to bring your friend over?”

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s words, Secretary Hwang’s face crinkled. It seemed his pride had taken quite a hit from Kim Myeong-cheol speaking like that.

“I’ll escort him over.”

“No, Secretary Hwang, you check inside the gate too while you’re at it. It looks like there’s still some time before it collapses.”

“Are you sure about this?”


“I’m Kim Myeong-cheol.”

Those few words were enough. As a 7-Circle pyromancer with an exceptionally potent innate talent, practically at the early 8-Circle level, Kim Myeong-cheol could have subdued everyone here in an instant.

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s words, Secretary Hwang entered the gate with a resigned expression.

With Secretary Hwang, who had been blocking my way, gone, I still couldn’t find an opportunity to escape. In fact, with the barrier between Kim Myeong-cheol and me removed, I only felt more terrified.

Looking at me, Kim Myeong-cheol spoke, “I’ll bring that friend over myself.”

At that moment, I thought I was done for.

But then Jeong Ho-san said, “Wait, can I talk to that guy first?”

“You?”

“Yes.”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Kim Myeong-cheol nodded his head. He didn’t seem worried that I might do something to Jeong Ho-san.

“Well, I’ll have a little chat with those poor victims over there then. Why don’t you friends come over here? I’m Kim Myeong-cheol of the Crimson Hound guild, so don’t worry, I won’t harm you.”

With a friendly smile, Kim Myeong-cheol gestured for the people behind me to come over. As if he even needed to introduce himself when there wouldn’t be anyone here who didn’t know Kim Myeong-cheol.

The people glanced at me before slowly making their way towards Kim Myeong-cheol.

I gestured at Han Jo-hee. No matter what he said, I just hoped it wouldn’t cause any trouble for me.

Damn it.

And in that moment, Jeong Ho-san arrived before me.

Menacing. His light brown pupils glared at me.

“Is that you, Kang Yi-sin?”

“Hiya, Ho-san. It’s been a long time. I never expected to meet you here like this.”

I casually threw out those words. How nice it would be if we could simply exchange such pleasantries and move on.

“Yeah, I really never expected to meet you like this.”

I heard Jeong Ho-san’s teeth grinding.

“Up until I heard about you working as an illegal gate miner while searching for any trace of your disappearance, I was only worried about you.”

At those words, my mouth fell open. So my avoiding his contact had been the snowball that led to all this? I felt indignant.

“But now I don’t know. Just what did you do inside there? And what’s with all this blood?”

Saying that, Jeong Ho-san wrinkled his expression as he looked at my hands.

“It’s not my blood.”

—Saying that will only make things worse for you, won’t it?

Indeed. Seeing Jeong Ho-san’s eyes grow fierce, I realized I had pushed the wrong button.

“Kang Yi-sin, you really…”

Jeong Ho-san, who had been about to unleash a torrent of words at me, trailed off. The way his eyes widened, it was as if he had noticed something strange.

“Where’s your identification tag?”

Ah damn. Awkwardly laughing as I felt my bare neck, I replied, “I took it off, it was uncomfortable.”

Seemingly aware of the short distance between us and Kim Myeong-cheol, Jeong Ho-san lowered his voice.

“Does that even make any sense?”

He had an expression like he wanted to grab me by the collar right then and there. Well, removing one’s identification tag was considered an immense crime, potentially even more serious than murder. In this case, where I had even committed murder on top of it, the punishment would be severely aggravated.

I just hoped Kim Myeong-cheol wouldn’t come to detain me if he overheard this.

—Don’t worry about him, he’s not moving his mana at all.

Perhaps out of consideration for Jeong Ho-san, Kim Myeong-cheol wasn’t eavesdropping on our conversation here.

Then, this was my chance.

Gulping down my saliva, I looked into Jeong Ho-san’s eyes and said, “Just one favor, Jeong Ho-san.”

“What?”

Please. Save me just this once. What are friends for? Wouldn’t I really be done for if it weren’t for you?

As if reading my gaze, Jeong Ho-san’s eyes wavered.

“Just what did you do?”

“Something that would get me utterly done for if I was caught?”

“You.”

Jeong Ho-san’s expression turned serious.

Grasping his arm, I pleaded.

“Ho-san, I don’t want to go to prison. You know how dreadful the awakener-exclusive prisons are, don’t you?”

I let out a dry chuckle. It was the truth. The awakener-exclusive prisons were infamous for treating inmates as less than human. The moment you entered, you were bound in shackles that sealed your abilities, and confined to a space under 24-hour surveillance.

Not to mention the sentence was for life.

—Are you really begging your friend to let you off just this once? You think you can escape from here with words like that?

Ray scoffed at me in disbelief.

Yeah, coming from anyone else, it would be an outrageous thing to say. No matter how close a friend, who would help someone escape in this situation?

Moreover, Jeong Ho-san was an incredibly righteous person. Not the type to simply tolerate injustice.

But Jeong Ho-san was someone who had risked his life to protect me. To Jeong Ho-san, I was his one and only family.

So ‘just this once’, he would let me off just this once.

“Is there really such a foolish person in this world who would let you go without even hearing the full story, just because you’re friends?”

Squeezing his eyes shut before opening them again, Jeong Ho-san spoke those words in response to my earnest gaze.

“Time, I can’t buy you much.”

Got it.

—Oh, there is such a foolish person right here.

I nodded at Jeong Ho-san and immediately took off running, leaving him behind.

Finally realizing what was happening, Kim Myeong-cheol’s eyes widened as his mouth fell open.

“I’m sorry, hyung.”

Seeing Jeong Ho-san blocking his path, Kim Myeong-cheol let out a sigh.

“Ho-san, you’re really going to do this?”

Part of him wanted to immediately push past this obstacle and apprehend that suspicious friend to get to the bottom of things, but unfortunately, his own talent was pyrokinesis.

Kim Myeong-cheol didn’t want to burn the body of Jeong Ho-san, someone he cherished. Unarmed? There was no way he could defeat this guy unarmed.

In the end, he had no choice but to let the escapee flee for now.

“I’m sorry.”

Seeing Jeong Ho-san’s scrunched-up face, unable to even properly look him in the eye, any urge to vent his anger disappeared.
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Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue.

If he went all out, it wouldn’t have been impossible to recapture that fleeing bastard here and now. But the moment Jeong Ho-san had intervened like this, he had abandoned that thought. Hadn’t he come here in the first place to gain Jeong Ho-san’s affection?

He had come to win over Jeong Ho-san’s heart, so going against Jeong Ho-san’s wishes would make the cost outweigh the benefit.

Kim Myeong-cheol gestured subtly at Jeong Ho-san.

“Forget about your friend for now, let’s take care of the people here first. You’re also curious about what happened inside there, aren’t you?”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san deeply bowed his head again in a gesture of gratitude. His face was filled with apologies.

“So who are you people?”

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s question, the men remained silent. Seeing their fearful expressions, Kim Myeong-cheol’s mood also soured.

“I know you were illegally mining here. It’s obvious just from looking at you, so there’s no use lying.”

“We’re, we’re sorry.”

“You don’t need to apologize to me.”

They had committed crimes, and to make matters worse, they had been caught by Kim Myeong-cheol, someone who couldn’t tolerate injustice. But while the situation was troubling, Kim Myeong-cheol had no intention of intimidating these people.

Because he could roughly guess the circumstances that had led them to commit these illegal acts. Kim Myeong-cheol scrutinized the men.

While their appearances were quite unsightly, they didn’t seem to be injured. And someone had even provided them with pouches of mana stones.

“Let me ask just one thing. What did that guy do in there?”

Even though he hoped that Jeong Ho-san’s friend wasn’t a bad person, for Jeong Ho-san’s sake who was bowing his head like a criminal, he didn’t receive the answer he wanted.

The tight-lipped people refused to say anything, no matter how he cajoled them.

But he also didn’t want to use force against people who looked like they would drop dead if poked too hard.

With their lips and even fingertips tinged blue, it was obvious their remaining lifespan was short.

How long did that suffocating silence last? Secretary Hwang, who had been inside the gate, finally emerged.


With a relieved expression, Kim Myeong-cheol asked him, “So, what was in there?”

“There were about five corpses that didn’t appear to have been dead for very long.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san’s shoulders trembled.

“Huuh.”

It was obvious who had created those corpses. Come to think of it, that guy had reeked strongly of blood.

Kim Myeong-cheol observed Jeong Ho-san, who had fallen silent since then. Had that friend of his really been behind all of this?

‘I didn’t think he was the type to be capable of murder.’

Not just one, but five killed.

When he had first tracked that guy’s GPS to come here, he had thought he was an unfortunate awakener caught up in an illegal gate operation. But the reality was far different.

The person he had assumed was a victim had turned out to be a murderer instead.

Over Kim Myeong-cheol’s contemplation, Secretary Hwang’s words continued.

“There were even more corpses further inside.”

“That guy too?”

“No, those people seemed to have been dead for quite some time. With no external injuries, it looked like most of them had succumbed to severe mana poisoning.”

“Worked until they died?”

Even among illegal gate mining operations, blatantly working people to death like that was uncommon. Usually, there was at least some semblance of mutual understanding.

“It seems they were a group aiming for a huge score.”

Saying that, Kim Myeong-cheol furrowed his brows. Secretary Hwang nodded, seemingly sharing the same thought.

“The dead seemed to be hunters assigned as overseers in this place. I did manage to collect their identification tags, but none of them belonged to any proper guilds.”

So they had let all the miners live but killed the oversight hunters instead.


“Some kind of vigilante group?”

If that was the case, it explained why they hadn’t harmed the miners. The miners’ silence might not have been out of intimidation, but cooperation.

But there was still something that bothered him.

“If they knew about a place like this, why didn’t they just report it instead of taking matters into their own hands?”

There was a dedicated team for awakener-related crimes that would have thoroughly investigated, so why had that guy, a mere civilian, taken action himself?

“The GPS is still pointing to this location.”

At Secretary Hwang’s words, Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue again. It meant he had removed his identification tag and fled. Not to mention, he had also taken a large haul of illegally mined mana stones.

Perhaps his intentions had been good, but the outcome couldn’t be considered as such.

“What do you think, Ho-san? Your friend seems to have…”

Seeing Jeong Ho-san’s crumpled expression, Kim Myeong-cheol could only trail off with his mouth agape. For a friend who was practically family to have become a criminal, well, damn.

“Ho-san, I’ll turn a blind eye to you helping your friend escape today. But it can’t happen again next time.”

Kim Myeong-cheol tried to console Jeong Ho-san. If he kept shielding that guy like this in front of outsiders, it would cause serious trouble.

But Jeong Ho-san, seemingly oblivious to Kim Myeong-cheol’s deep consideration, only said something foolish in response.

“Yi-sin wouldn’t do something like that.”

“Aish, that guy already killed five people…”

“They must have been people who deserved it.”

“No one deserves to be killed.”

Kim Myeong-cheol firmly declared. Jeong Ho-san’s words had crossed a line, and then some. Kim Myeong-cheol scolded him.

“Are we gods or something? We’re just humans with extraordinary abilities, humans! If a crime was committed, they must face the judgment of the law.”

Jeong Ho-san let out a sigh at Kim Myeong-cheol’s words. The reason he had joined this <Crimson Hound> guild was precisely because of Kim Myeong-cheol’s upright character. Someone who was just as wary of injustice and the power of awakeners as he was.


“I’m sorry, I misspoke.”

Realizing his mistake, Jeong Ho-san immediately apologized. Seeing Jeong Ho-san like that, Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue in displeasure. While he understood Jeong Ho-san’s affection for his friend, at times like this, he needed to act decisively.

“I’ll put out a wanted notice. No matter what they did, a crime is a crime.”

Simply removing his identification tag was already grounds for a wanted notice, and he had killed five people on top of that. No matter if the victims were criminals, no matter if he was Jeong Ho-san’s friend, this couldn’t be overlooked.

“No, I’ll look for him myself…”

“How would you find him?”

Even as a 5-Circle awakener, Jeong Ho-san was of the physical enhancement type. An ability that wouldn’t be of any help in locating someone.

“Leave it to the professionals.”

“What if those professionals harm him, kill him?”

Jeong Ho-san had meekly bowed his head until now, but this seemed to be where he drew the line.

“There must have been some circumstances.”

But even Jeong Ho-san himself didn’t know what those circumstances were.

The person there had undoubtedly been Kang Yi-sin, but not the Kang Yi-sin that Jeong Ho-san knew. Just what had happened in that short time span?

Kim Myeong-cheol relayed the information he had learned from Secretary Hwang to Jeong Ho-san.

“That Im Hyeon-su guy said your friend seemed to have gotten into a huge debt.”

“Debt?”

He wasn’t the type to accrue debts, no matter how little he earned.

“Something must have happened.”

“If he was going through difficulties, he would have told me.”

“Or perhaps because he’s your friend, there were things he couldn’t tell you, all the more so.”

“…Please make sure to capture him alive.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Kim Myeong-cheol reassured Jeong Ho-san like that.

“Ho-san, call Team 1 over here. We need to take these people away from here, don’t we?”

After sending Jeong Ho-san off to the side with those words, Kim Myeong-cheol addressed Secretary Hwang.

“How was it?”

Unlike someone utterly devoid of any sense, Secretary Hwang immediately provided the answer Kim Myeong-cheol wanted with just that brief question.

“It didn’t seem like the handiwork of an amateur.”

“Hmm.”

While Jeong Ho-san might still believe in that Kang Yi-sin guy, Kim Myeong-cheol couldn’t after seeing those corpses. Before witnessing the corpses, maybe, but not after.

“There were no signs of hesitation whatsoever. And with the first and third corpses, he had clearly confirmed the kill on someone already incapacitated. The second was a complete ambush. It was premeditated murder.”

No matter how much the world of awakeners had emerged, taking a human life was still a grave crime. Especially in cases of murder between awakeners.

“He didn’t seem like the type to commit murder though.”

“Either he had deceived the Master from the very first meeting, or something happened in between. Or the Master simply has poor judgment of character.”

Having heard such remarks often enough before, Kim Myeong-cheol couldn’t outright deny it. Observing Kim Myeong-cheol’s displeased expression, Secretary Hwang quickly added,

“But judging from Jeong Ho-san’s reaction, the assessment that he wouldn’t normally do such things seems accurate.”

At Secretary Hwang’s words, Kim Myeong-cheol let out a grunting sound.

“If only we knew what happened inside that damn gate of his.”

Thirty minutes after Secretary Hwang had emerged, the gate had completely vanished. If he had known, he should have told him to record the inside, but now all evidence was gone.

The people who had come out of the gate had also remained tight-lipped.

“Ugh, damn it all. I started this with good intentions, and this is how it turns out.”

With a complicated expression, Kim Myeong-cheol stared ahead.

* * *

That day, Kim Myeong-cheol took it upon himself to handle the entire situation. Not only reporting the illegal gate incident to the Awakener Crimes Team, but also arranging for the rescued victims to be transferred elsewhere.

Although he couldn’t help treat their mana poisoning symptoms, he at least had them taken to the hospital as well.

During this process, Kim Myeong-cheol tried numerous times to converse with those victims.

It was to find any leads on the missing Kang Yi-sin. But those people stubbornly kept their mouths shut.

No matter how much he reassured them that Kang Yi-sin wouldn’t be coming back for them, it was no use.

With their remaining lifespans being so short, even the great Kim Myeong-cheol couldn’t do anything about their silence.

What could he possibly say to those people who only wanted to spend their last days with their families?

“But that Han Jo-hee friend should know something at least.”

“It’s Han Jo-hee.”

“Let’s not get hung up on minor details.”

“A person’s name is not a minor detail.”

Rolling his eyes at the fussy Secretary Hwang, Kim Myeong-cheol continued speaking.

“He said he worked together with Kang Yi-sin, didn’t he?”

“Yes. But he claims they weren’t close acquaintances outwardly.”

“If they weren’t even close, there’s no way he would have gone to rescue him there. There must be something more. Ah, what about that Im Hyeon-su guy?”

Im Hyeon-su, the one who had arranged the illegal gate, had also been on Kim Myeong-cheol’s radar for quite some time now.

“The dedicated team says they’re investigating related individuals.”

“Let me know as soon as any information comes out. The Crimson Hound guild will cooperate.”

Having said that, Kim Myeong-cheol added to Secretary Hwang,

“Ah, and tell the miners we’ll give them a good price for all the mana stones. That we’ll be as accommodating as possible with their circumstances. It’s an awkward thing to say, but since they’ll be dying soon, they might have a weak spot. Let’s try to exploit that.”

At his words, Secretary Hwang nodded his head.

“Well, the quickest way to get to the bottom of this would be to find that Kang Yi-sin friend, but…”

Wrinkling his nose, Kim Myeong-cheol spoke.

“For Ho-san’s sake, I have to find that friend no matter what.”

And at the same time, in a different location, there was someone making the exact same statement as Kim Myeong-cheol.

“I have to catch this friend, no matter what.”
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“He fled from the scene, this is a case of serious guilt.”

The woman with Kang Yi-sin’s photo attached to the report in front of her spoke those words while wrinkling her expression.

Her flawlessly pale skin looked as white and soft as glutinous rice cakes. Her large, round eyes sparkled like an adorable puppy. Even her neatly trimmed short hair added to her bright and pure beauty.

Her name was Do Chae-hee, a member of the dedicated Awakener Crimes Team, in stark contrast to her cute appearance which had earned her several unsavory nicknames.

After finishing reading the summary report, Do Chae-hee spoke up:

“So this guy is the mastermind behind everything?”

At her words, her superior Park Cheol-wan, who fancied himself as the ‘brake’ of their team, shook his head.

“Chae-hee, what did I say? Don’t make any conclusions until all the details of the case come to light.”

“And you also said the one who gains the most benefit is likely to be the culprit in any case.”

“We don’t know if he actually benefited. He rescued the victims and even distributed the mana stones separately. It’s a bit too much to readily label him as a bad guy.”

At Park Cheol-wan’s words, Do Chae-hee slapped the desk loudly.

“No. That could have been an appeasement tactic. Take this and get lost. Take this and keep your mouth shut.”

“But killing them to silence them would have been easier, so why bother?”

“This is probably his first offense. His mind might still be a bit soft. But a criminal is a criminal. He killed five people at the scene!”

A fierce glint appeared in Do Chae-hee’s eyes. Despite her adorable appearance like a Maltese or Pomeranian, this was precisely why her nickname was ‘Mad Dog’. Once she bit down on something, she rarely let go of a case. If she so much as caught a whiff of crime, she would roll her eyes and start barking like a mad dog.

“Once blood is on his hands, he has no room for redemption and is a criminal through and through.”

Her eyes even seemed to ooze bloodlust as she spoke those words. Park Cheol-wan often pointed out that her excessive hatred towards criminals was Do Chae-hee’s biggest flaw. But as someone who had witnessed firsthand the events that made her like this, Park Cheol-wan understood her all too well.

‘She lost her entire family to criminals.’

Five years ago, the infrastructure had been utterly lacking. Park Cheol-wan, who had been newly appointed as the team leader of the newly formed Awakener Crimes Team at the time, vividly remembered that day.

A tragedy born from the complacent thoughts of ordinary people, not an accident but a man-made disaster.


The value placed on awakeners’ lives was too high, and the number of awakeners serving as public officials was limited. While awakeners were tasked with apprehending criminals, transporting the arrested criminals was the responsibility of ordinary police officers.

Of course, they had been armed with various artifacts, but they were no match for true awakeners.

The awakener who had escaped that day occupied the roads during rush hour traffic. And there, they committed a horrific hostage crisis. Only three people survived that hostage crisis. Do Chae-hee, who had been rescued from the scene, had lost her entire family in the most gruesome manner right before her eyes.

Upon discovering the bloodied Do Chae-hee, Park Cheol-wan had fallen to his knees and wept bitterly. Since taking her in that day and raising her until now, Park Cheol-wan had failed to change her mindset.

How could he dissuade her?

-If there had been at least one person as firm as me, someone who thought criminals should be treated harshly without regard for human rights, my family wouldn’t have died that day.

No matter how many times she was reprimanded for excessive force, Do Chae-hee never wavered from her convictions.

Even now, just look at her face already filled with thoughts of capturing and tearing that guy apart, completely disregarding the presumption of innocence.

Letting out an inward sigh, Park Cheol-wan spoke:

“But you need to rein it in this time.”

“Representative Seol himself visited here today. This case is that serious. The entire nation of South Korea is watching this case.”

This incident had become the most heated case in South Korea.

The estimated number of victims alone was over a hundred. Although all evidence had disappeared due to the gate closing, the fact that one of the witnesses present was none other than Kim Myeong-cheol, the master of the <Crimson Hound> guild, was significant.

He had openly declared it himself.

That inhumane crimes had occurred inside there. His secretary had witnessed dozens of corpses with his own eyes. Excluding the five killed that day, all the others were estimated to have died from overexploitation during illegal gate mining operations.

With the harrowing appearances of the victims rescued from the scene being broadcast, the case grew even more severe.

With no evidence remaining, the scene had descended into chaos. Families of the missing had all rushed in, trying to find their loved ones.

Even Representative Seol Rok-jin, a prominent figure representing the anti-awakener faction, took the lead in criticizing this case, shouldering his rifle. He had expressed deep regret that despite countless laws, such crimes could still not be prevented, words that had even brought Do Chae-hee to tears.

The circumstances of Jeong Ho-san, the <Crimson Hound> rookie who had been investigating his missing friend before learning of this incident, also became a topic of discussion online once more.

In any case, many eyes were focused on this case.


“So this time, could you try to calm down a bit?”

Park Cheol-wan half-pleaded with Do Chae-hee, but she simply replied with a sullen expression:

“What reason would I have to lose my temper during a victim interview?”

Park Cheol-wan let out a sigh as he looked at Do Chae-hee.

He could only hope that nothing untoward would happen.

* * *

“I’m Police Inspector Do Chae-hee from the Awakener Crimes Team. May I have a brief word with Mr. Han Jo-hee?”

Already aware of the general circumstances of the case, Do Chae-hee’s sole reason for coming here was clear.

Han Jo-hee was the only one among the victims who had any connection to Kang Yi-sin, the suspected culprit behind this incident.

She had also heard that he was the only victim undergoing life-sustaining treatment, allowing him to be interviewed.

But Do Chae-hee’s attempt to interview him was thwarted from the very start when a student wearing an academy uniform blocked her path.

“I believe my brother has already told you everything he knows.”

The boy with shaggy bangs almost completely concealing his face spoke in a gloomy, depressed tone as he obstructed Do Chae-hee.

This must be Han Seo-hyeon, Han Jo-hee’s younger brother.

Do Chae-hee recalled his personal details in her mind.

Seventeen years old this year, attending the Hunter Academy, she recalled. Just hearing his depressing voice was enough to drain one’s energy.

With the head of their household in such a state, it was understandable for him to be gloomy, but still.

“I wanted to ask some additional questions to help resolve the case.”

“My brother said he doesn’t know anything. He truly has no idea why that Kang Yi-sin person did such a thing, as stated in the reports.”

Her question was answered before she could even ask it. Do Chae-hee narrowed her eyes.


“I understand the circumstances, but I still need to confirm some things with him personally…”

“My brother’s condition isn’t good.”

Han Seo-hyeon bluntly cut off Do Chae-hee’s words. His heart-wrenching words left even Do Chae-hee speechless.

“My only remaining family member has returned on death’s door. Is it too much to ask for him to spend what may be his final moments in peace and quiet?”

Only then did Do Chae-hee realize her mistake and bite her lip.

“I’m sorry. I made a mistake.”

While she treated criminals like a bloodhound, Do Chae-hee was as gentle as a breeze towards victims.

Seeming to soften at Do Chae-hee’s sincere apology, Han Seo-hyeon also nodded his head.

No matter how urgent the situation felt, Do Chae-hee inwardly clicked her tongue at herself for making such a blunder. She wrote her questions on a memo pad and handed it to Han Seo-hyeon.

“I’ll leave these interview questions, so if you could answer them later, I would appreciate it. I really want to catch that bastard.”

That was how Do Chae-hee left the hospital empty-handed.

There was one more person who likely knew Kang Yi-sin better than anyone.

Jeong Ho-san, Kang Yi-sin’s close friend who had been present at the scene.

Until now, he had been hiding under the <Crimson Hound> guild’s protection, but that would change from now on.

With her eyes wide open, Do Chae-hee headed to the <Crimson Hound> guild.

* * *

After Do Chae-hee left, Han Seo-hyeon sat down next to the bed. Han Jo-hee, who had been pretending to sleep with his eyes closed, slightly opened them.

“She’s gone?”

“Yeah. She left her business card and the interview questions.”

Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue as he looked over the interview questions Do Chae-hee had left behind.

“Oh, asking if I knew about the crimes beforehand, if I cooperated at the scene. If I had any separate contact with him. Does she really think I’d answer such questions honestly?”

Han Seo-hyeon crumpled up the paper and tossed it into the trash can. Seeing his violent action, Han Jo-hee frowned in surprise.

“Seo-hyeon.”

“You don’t need to worry about such things. Just focus on resting and recovering.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Han Jo-hee let out a sigh. Although Han Seo-hyeon had brought him here in tears and insisted on staying by his side, leaving Han Jo-hee with no choice but to remain here, it felt like sitting on a bed of nails.

“Let’s just check out right away. Do you know how much the hospital bills are adding up to?”

“I know, but if you leave here, how long do you think you can last? One day? Two days?”

Han Jo-hee bit his lip at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. As he said, if Han Jo-hee left this place, he would immediately collapse.

Unless the mana that had seeped into his body was extracted three times a day, the mana that had infiltrated his marrow would immediately start dissolving his organs. But he couldn’t stay here indefinitely either.

All because of that damned money.

“How did you even afford the hospital bills so far?”

“The <Crimson Hound> guild provided some compensation money. For now, just focus on recovering your body.”

“If you had that kind of money, you should have used it for yourself. For the academy…”

“You’re bringing that up even in this situation?”

As if his pent-up emotions had boiled over, Han Seo-hyeon’s face contorted as he shouted.

“If not for that damn academy’s ridiculous practice fees, you wouldn’t have ended up like this in the first place!”

All Han Jo-hee could see were Han Seo-hyeon’s fingers, turned bone-white from gripping them so tightly. It must have hurt.

“It’s not because of you.”

Han Jo-hee spoke those words weakly, but they didn’t reach Han Seo-hyeon.

Rising from his seat, Han Seo-hyeon told Han Jo-hee:

“Don’t worry about money. Just focus on receiving treatment and recovering.”

Han Seo-hyeon closed the door as he left. His chest felt stuffy.

He had told Han Jo-hee not to worry and just focus on recovering, but the prepaid funds would only last them 2-3 weeks at most. And that was only possible by withdrawing Han Jo-hee’s mana stones and the deposit from the place they had been living.

While the <Crimson Hound> guild had provided some compensation money, it was woefully insufficient to cover the exorbitant hospital bills.

He needed to find a way to cover the massive hospital expenses moving forward.

Would he be able to gain something by following that man, Kang Yi-sin?

People called him a monstrous serial killer and criminal, but judging from how he had spared Han Jo-hee’s life, he didn’t seem like such a bad person.

Han Seo-hyeon had already made up his mind to drop out of the academy, which required an immense tuition.

When Han Jo-hee found out he had dropped out of the academy, he would probably go ballistic, but Han Seo-hyeon didn’t want to attend the academy at the cost of his brother’s life. The academy was filled with people calling his talent disgusting anyway.

Kneeling in a dark alleyway, Han Seo-hyeon unleashed black mana from his fingertips. A rat that had been lying dead in a trash can crevice was revived by absorbing Han Seo-hyeon’s mana, its eyes glowing a bloody red. Seeing the revived rat, Han Seo-hyeon spoke:

“Go find that person.”

Heeding Han Seo-hyeon’s command, the rat scurried away into the dark alley.
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“I’m ruined, completely ruined.”

As much as I’d like to think positively, I’m too ruined to salvage anything. If things had gone according to my original plan, I could have slipped away without drawing anyone’s attention.

But things became hopelessly tangled, and even Jeong Ho-san found out about my misdeeds. After searching online, I could only slap my forehead upon confirming the full details of the case.

He got caught up in this while investigating my disappearance.

Ah, if I had known it would turn out like this, I should have at least kept in regular contact with him.

—So what will you do now that they know everything was your doing?

At Ray’s words, I shrugged my shoulders.

“One thing is certain. I can’t just keep lying around like this forever.”

—That’s rich, coming from someone who’s been bedridden for the past three days.

“I told you I needed to stay quiet, didn’t I?”

—But your name didn’t come up in the news. Do you really need to remain in hiding like this?

Initially clueless about this world, it had eavesdropped on me and gathered quite a bit of knowledge. But it was still half-baked.

“With the <Crimson Hound> guild involved, it doesn’t matter if they’re not openly issuing a wanted notice.”

While the news didn’t mention me, it was obvious. Kim Myeong-cheol of the <Crimson Hound> guild was famous for never compromising with criminals under any circumstances.

Even if Jeong Ho-san had prevented my name from being fully publicized, he would have definitely reported it to the Awakener Crimes Team.

The moment my name was registered with that division, I would no longer be able to walk around freely with my face exposed.

Especially if my name reached that mad Do Chae-hee… Ugh, just imagining it makes my skin crawl.

—You can’t stay cooped up in this motel forever, even while wearing that ridiculous mask.

At Ray’s words, I glanced at the mask on the table. The smiling mask was something I had purchased as soon as I entered this black market. An artifact with facial recognition jamming capabilities, it would be accompanying me from now on.

—Why did you have that smiling mark engraved on it?


“Doesn’t smiling bring good luck?”

—Like hell it will.

“Well, the real reason was for aggro.”

—Aggro?

“Yes, I needed a striking image that wouldn’t be easily forgotten. Something to turn my image into a mascot, you could say.”

—For what purpose?

“Since my existence has already been exposed, I’ll have to change my approach.”

Originally, I had wanted to maintain a shadowy, unnoticeable presence, but that plan had already gone awry. Kang Yi-sin was now an exposed identity. My existence had already been etched into the minds of the very people I never wanted to be known by – Seol Rok-jin, the <Crimson Hound> guild, the Awakener Crimes Team. Completely severing their pursuit would be nearly impossible.

Then what should I do?

I absolutely couldn’t let them realize I was Kang Yi-sin.

And yet, I needed to create one distinct image. As if some formidable villain had appeared in this world.

—Is there really a need to go that far?

“Yes, I plan to pull off a grand deception.”

While everyone would know my abilities, no one would be aware that I had acquired an artifact and developed a new talent.

“Theoretically, I can now wield the mana of any attribute.”

—That’s right, your body now has all mana circuits inscribed.

“How would that appear to others?”

—Extraordinary, no doubt.

Although there was the drawback of my mana output being abysmally low, as long as I didn’t let that weakness show, I could appear to possess an unprecedented, prodigious talent never before seen in this world.

“And that smiling mask will become the symbol of that prodigy.”


—Heheh.

Having spent time under Seol Rok-jin’s tutelage, I had learned how to ‘look the part’ to some extent. Didn’t the proverb say, ‘A dog attending village school for three years can recite poems’? How about someone who had endured for ten years by the side of the villain who had utterly devoured this nation?

“No one would fear the disgrace Kang Yi-sin from Babel Academy. But that smiling mask will be different. The deeds I commit while wearing that mask will be another story entirely.”

—So that’s what you’ve been thinking about these past three days lying in bed?

“Yes.”

I sat up from the spot.

The mana stones and artifacts I had sold amounted to 800 million won in total. With that much money, I could do just about anything for the time being.

I planned to use that money to build up my strength.

—If you know your own strength is lacking, you should train instead!

“Training won’t help my current state. My mana capacity is simply too low from the start. If I use just a few elemental charges, I’ll be completely drained, so training would be meaningless right now.”

That was a harsh reality I had realized at Babel Academy. There was nothing that could overcome innate talent.

—Do you need to be so negative?

“I’m speaking from experience, after having tried it all.”

The only reason I had been able to handle those guys last time was because their ranks were low and they were weak.

“With my current strength, defeating even Seol Rok-jin’s underlings would be impossible, let alone the man himself.”

But with money, there was nothing in this world that couldn’t be achieved. Wasn’t the very first thought I had of raiding Seol Rok-jin’s gate also for the sake of securing funds?

The foundation had now been laid. All I needed to do was choose the cornerstones to build upon it.

—By the way, what happened in your previous life to make you bear such a grudge against that man?

Caught off guard by the sudden question, I blinked.

“Did you suddenly develop an interest in me?”


—Like you said, whether we like it or not, we’re in the same boat now.

“Well, I suppose that’s true.”

Had it grown a bit of affection for me?

—You seemed reluctant to talk about it, so I didn’t ask. But I’ve been curious.

For an artifact, it sure acted human-like. Well, given its capacity for reasoning, it wasn’t too different from a human. Since it would be accompanying me in my future plans, I suppose I could oblige it.

“You might have guessed it, but I too had gone to that illegal gate as a miner, having been thoroughly deceived by that bastard Im Hyeon-su.”

—To earn money?

“Yes, that was part of it. Back then, I had all sorts of grievances piling up. Despite being a B-rank awakener, the money I earned as a miner was mere peanuts. In any case, when I was told I could earn a bigger sum, I immediately jumped at the opportunity. I had been warned about the dangers, but I thought, ‘If it’s me,’ yes, if it was me, I would be fine.”

However, it didn’t take even an hour for me to realize how mistaken that thought was. The moment I entered that illegal gate, the ominous atmosphere made me feel like a complete goner.

“As you saw, that place was hell, a living hell. The scum overseeing it, devoid of any semblance of humanity, were the ‘supervisors’. They didn’t even properly allocate time for sleeping or eating. Ah, and since no one could leave the gate, people started collapsing one by one from mana poisoning. While others at best lasted a week or ten days, I was a bit unlucky in that regard.”

Despite being a B-rank awakener, I had been confident the mana poisoning wouldn’t be enough to floor me.

—How long did you last?

“One month.”

That one month was truly hellish.

Watching the person I had been conversing with wither away and die right next to me, I was practically driven to the brink of insanity. Unable to do anything as people died around me, I even tried to attack those ‘supervisor’ bastards out of sheer desperation. But I had already lost all my strength by then and was no match for them.

“I wish I had just died back then.”

—How did you get out of there?

“They released me, those bastards.”

Despite being certain I would die in there, they released me outside. I should have realized something was amiss then.

But my senses had been completely numbed, leaving me utterly oblivious to the abnormality.

The only thought dominating my mind at that moment was that I had to somehow let the world know about the hell I had endured, no matter what.

“The moment I got out, I immediately called the person I trusted the most. I couldn’t even rely on the police.”

I would have been better off reporting it to the police back then.

—That trustworthy person, don’t tell me…

Jeong Ho-san. The person I had called then was my one and only friend, Jeong Ho-san.

“They released me to bring me before Seol Rok-jin. The brief window of time they gave me was just their amusement. They must have been confident they could deal with me no matter what I did. My surroundings were filled with supervisors keeping watch.”

If they hadn’t been certain they could control me, they would never have released me.

Seol Rok-jin had a twisted sense of entertainment. As someone who could brainwash others at will, of course he would want to witness heartfelt despair. In any case, the reason they released me was precisely for that.

And their plan succeeded in breaking me.

The moment I saw Jeong Ho-san being dragged before me, I realized with utter devastation what I had done.

“With my mind half-gone, Seol Rok-jin laid out his plan to me.”

Seol Rok-jin’s goal was to brainwash me into committing an act of terrorism. My role was to die in a suicide bombing along with innocent civilians.

—Why would he do such a thing?

“So that people would grow to hate awakeners. The more people hated awakeners, the more popular the anti-awakener Seol Rok-jin would become, you see?”

For that sole reason, Seol Rok-jin had planned a terrorist attack to occur on a commuter bus during rush hour traffic. The sheer depravity of it was unforgivable.

The reason he had chosen me was simple.

“A B-rank awakener who had graduated from Babel Academy, what a perfect title. But Seol Rok-jin had overlooked one crucial obstacle – his brainwashing didn’t work on me.”

Perhaps it was because I possessed a psychic talent. I had an S-rank psychic passive skill.

The ‘Indomitable Will’ skill. Until then, I had never seen any use for this skill. Well, as an awakener who couldn’t even enter gates, how many occasions would I have had to utilize a ‘psychic skill’?

Thanks to it, I was able to resist Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing.

But unfortunately, there was one more high-rank awakener present at the scene besides me.

“Under normal circumstances, Jeong Ho-san would have shaken off Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing. But the moment Seol Rok-jin took me hostage, that foolish guy just succumbed to it.”

—Your friend…

“Was recorded as a terrorist responsible for immense casualties.”

My friend’s name was utterly disgraced, even in death. Jeong Ho-san’s life had plummeted into the abyss at that very moment.

Jeong Ho-san, who had become a hunter to save others, who had joined the <Crimson Hound> guild in the hopes of living a second life – his life had been utterly flushed down the toilet.

“So for his sake, it would be far better for me to become a wretched criminal instead. The more he hates and distrusts me, the less chance there is of him sacrificing himself for my sake again, isn’t there?”

At my words, Ray fell silent for a long while.

After that prolonged silence, Ray asked in a trembling voice:

—That man, you said he was the boss you served? You, you became a subordinate of the man who ruined your friend’s life like that?

“Yes.”

Letting out a bitter laugh at Ray’s words, I spoke:

“In my previous life, I was a piece of trash, no, a waste product unworthy of even being called trash.”
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 23

				
In a high-rise building overlooking the heart of Gangnam, the symbol of success, a sculpture-like handsome man was seated.

His eyes curved upwards in a gentle smile, creating an innocent impression. A famous man known to all in South Korea, one who received the love of the entire nation.

But that usually smiling face now lacked even a hint of a smile.

“Yes, that’s what happened.”

Of course he couldn’t muster a smile after being told that the illegal gate he had poured months of effort into had been completely ruined.

Tapping his desk repeatedly, Seol Rok-jin continued speaking:

“I had thought something like this might happen one day. The people guarding that place were really lacking in quality. Someone said even those mediocre guards would be enough to protect that place, if I recall correctly.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, Director Cheong’s face turned deathly pale. Well, it had been him who had said those very words.

“I’m, I’m so sorry. I never expected something like this could happen…”

“Even I didn’t expect someone would pick the pocket I had so carefully hidden away. Just because you didn’t know about it doesn’t mean you should have known, Director Cheong.”

At those words, Director Cheong racked his brain desperately. Was that Seol Rok-jin forgiving him? No, Seol Rok-jin wasn’t the type to forgive anyone. Then what was he going on about with this roundabout speech?

“From what I’ve heard, the culprit doesn’t seem to be an exceptional awakener either.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, Director Cheong nodded vigorously and continued:

“Despite being B-rank, his talent only allows him to tell convincing lies to some extent. Although he graduated from Babel Academy, he lacked combat prowess and failed to earn any stars. Naturally, he couldn’t become a hunter either.”

“And even a guy like that managed to pluck you clean, didn’t he?”

Director Cheong, who had been gloatingly rambling earlier, immediately closed his mouth with an apologetic expression. It wouldn’t do to speak of the culprit who had raided their storeroom as mediocre.

Seol Rok-jin asked:

“You still haven’t found out anything?”

“No, not a single lead on where the information leak originated.”

“What about that friend who introduced him?”


“I did briefly speak to him before the police took him, but he claims to know nothing. He said that Kang Yi-sin guy approached him first asking for a job.”

“So he introduced him?”

“Yes.”

Beads of cold sweat trickled down Director Cheong’s forehead. Just thinking about how this whole mess had unfolded because of that idiot’s mistake, despite having an enemy right before his eyes, made his teeth grate.

“Did you at least manage the information securely?”

“Yes, of course regarding me, I made sure nothing leaked out. If you’re uncomfortable, shall I send someone to handle it?”

“Sending a hitman after a witness who has already been taken into police custody would be too risky, wouldn’t it?”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, Director Cheong gulped audibly. That hadn’t been a question, but a command to cleanly dispose of the matter.

“I can handle it. I have a suitable blade for such tasks.”

“I’ll leave it to you then.”

That was how the fate of that guy Im Hyeon-su was sealed. He might think that keeping his mouth shut would earn him a getaway ticket, but what would be sent his way was a one-way trip to the afterlife.

“Then let’s consider the traces left on our side to be erased. The losses I’ve incurred from this incident are no small matter.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, Director Cheong inwardly scoffed. What nonsense. It was true that Seol Rok-jin had lost a source of funds, but hadn’t he been actively using this opportunity for image building more than anyone else?

The 9 PM news, various current affairs discussion programs – recently, Seol Rok-jin had been busier than anyone, leaving another stamp of approval in the minds of the public. And yet he was saying such things despite gaining far more than just some measly monetary loss.

But to voice such thoughts out loud would be a death sentence. Director Cheong simply nodded:

“Yes, yes, of course.”

“As for the gates, finding one more would be enough. And the money can always be pulled from elsewhere. But if something like this happens again, I might get really upset.”

“Such an incident! It will never happen again.”

Director Cheong answered as sharply as a blade. It wasn’t just empty words, but a sincere vow. If he were to experience such a blunder twice, his feeble heart might not withstand it.

“Yes, I believe Director Cheong must have learned a lot from this incident.”


Just as he thought everything had been settled, Seol Rok-jin spoke again:

“But you see, I’m someone who believes there are no lessons without a price.”

At those words, Director Cheong’s heart sank to the floor.

“What should I take from Director Cheong to make this a proper lesson?”

Director Cheong’s face turned ghastly pale at Seol Rok-jin’s words. Seol Rok-jin slowly scanned Director Cheong’s body from top to bottom.

“Although you’re a public servant on the outside, it wouldn’t do to have any blemishes when acting as my proxy, would it? If you were missing a finger or an ear, hmm, your gait might become unbalanced.”

Director Cheong immediately fell to his knees.

“Kkkeuk, I’m, I’m so sorry.”

Lowering his head to the floor, he averted his gaze. He would have felt better if he could at least let out a pitiful wail. But Seol Rok-jin’s expression and tone remained unnervingly calm.

“Isn’t it easier if you don’t create reasons to apologize? For Director Cheong, and for me as well. I wouldn’t want to take anything from you either, Director Cheong.”

Tilting his chin up, Seol Rok-jin looked down at the Director Cheong groveling at his feet and spoke:

“Come to think of it, was this the first time Director Cheong made a mistake?”

Director Cheong’s shoulders trembled. He had witnessed firsthand how his predecessors had vanished. He was all too aware of how a single mistake could utterly ruin a person.

“Yes, the first, the first time.”

“As a generous superior, I should be able to overlook my subordinate’s first transgression, I suppose.”

Gulping audibly, Director Cheong swallowed his saliva. Could he really be forgiven just like that?

“But I can’t simply let you off either. I would like to meet that friend of yours directly.”

“That friend, you mean…”

“I heard you know someone acquainted with the one who raided my gate.”

At those words, Director Cheong’s face turned ashen.


“You, you mean Jeong Ho-san? Touching the <Crimson Hound> guild would be a bit…”

“No, not that friend, but the other one hospitalized.”

“Han…”

Director Cheong desperately racked his brain, but he couldn’t recall the name. Seeing Director Cheong’s pitiful state, Seol Rok-jin looked at him with disdain and continued for him.

“Han Jo-hee.”

“Ah, yes! That guy.”

“I’m curious about how well he knows the person who raided our gate.”

Capturing the culprit behind this incident would be ideal, but the culprit had erased all traces and vanished. But if there was someone who had known that guy previously, they might know something.

Even if not, shouldn’t he take something from that guy too?

“It would be good if I could meet that friend before the Yeongjong Island incident.”

With a faint smile, Seol Rok-jin showed Director Cheong a refreshing grin.

* * *

‘Come to think of it, I wonder how the Baek Do-san situation turned out.’

The Yeongjong Island incident would be unfolding soon. If Baek Do-san fell under Seol Rok-jin’s control, it would become quite a headache. I hope he at least heeded my advice and abandoned the Yeongjong deal or postponed the transaction date, but who knows.

Even if I raided Seol Rok-jin’s gate, the damage I inflicted on him would be negligible. If Seol Rok-jin acquired Baek Do-san, it would be as if nothing had happened.

With that in mind, I figured I should check up on the situation once.

After leaving the motel, I headed directly there.

“You, you’re…”

The guard who had fallen for my lie last time pointed at me in recognition.

“Have you been well?”

I greeted him casually, but the guard’s expression remained sour.

“What did Professor Geum say?”

“Go in.”

Although he seemed displeased with me, the guard still opened the path, so it seemed Professor Geum hadn’t blacklisted me, fortunately.

I followed the same corridor from before, entering Professor Geum’s workshop. The moment I opened the door and entered, Professor Geum, who had been fiddling with his phone, gruffly greeted me.

“What brings you here again after going off like you wouldn’t be back?”

I suppose that could pass for a greeting.

Shrugging my shoulders, I asked Professor Geum:

“I was just passing by and got curious if the advice I gave you last time was of any use.”

At my words, Professor Geum let out a grunting noise. From his expression, it seemed things hadn’t gone smoothly.

“I did convey your words. But that Baek Do-san friend is unexpectedly stubborn, you see.”

“So he still intends to go through with that deal?”

“Yeah.”

Professor Geum didn’t seem to find it strange that I knew about that deal. Well, since I was supposed to be a seer of the future, he probably thought it was only natural for me to know.

“He outright said how could he believe in such nonsense as foresight. That only a fool like me would believe it, and honestly, if I had a bit more strength, I would have split that bastard’s head right in half.”

It seemed I had properly riled up Professor Geum’s temper, as he was gritting his teeth and cursing Baek Do-san right in front of me.

Baek Do-san was indeed the type who didn’t easily believe in intangible things. A self-made man who had risen through his bare fists, so to speak.

“Well, if that’s the case, there’s nothing to be done.”

Saying that, I immediately made a move to leave.

“Wa, wait! You’re just going to leave it at that?”

“Yes.”

Professor Geum had a flustered expression.

Ray also went into an uproar.

—Didn’t you come here to try and save that Baek Do-san guy?

“My friend said there would be huge trouble if that guy falls under Representative Seol’s control.”

“Yes, it would lead to quite a big mess for South Korea.”

“And you’re just going to leave it at that?”

“There’s nothing I can do to stop it if he doesn’t cooperate. Well, if you were willing to cooperate, that would be different.”

Baek Do-san was a major figure in the underworld. If I went to him now trying to help, and he decided to bury me, he could easily do so.

—Well, I can’t expect any help if it wouldn’t be safe for me.

‘At least not in my current state. Besides, I have to consider his perspective too. I’ve suddenly appeared telling him he’s in danger, so the more proactively I approach, the more suspicious I would seem.’

So this was just a bluff. To make him become desperate enough to seek my aid.

Professor Geum took the bait I had dangled.

“You need cooperation?”

“If he were to ask me for help, that would be different. But right now, he hasn’t. If I just show up saying I’ve seen the future where he’s in danger, wouldn’t Baek Do-san simply lop off my head instead? I’d rather avoid that.”

At my words, Professor Geum’s face turned pale.

“Then if you just leave like this…”

I casually threw out my words.

“That’s why Professor Geum should also flee while you can? Once Seol Rok-jin brainwashes that guy, you won’t be able to recognize friend or foe anymore.”

“But you still have to say you’ll help!”

“Why should I? He’s not even someone I know.”

“There will be chaos, you said! South Korea will be ruined, you said!”

“Well, that may be so, but I have confidence I can somehow handle it myself.”

“I don’t have any such confidence!”

Professor Geum exclaimed.

“So please, if I provide that cooperation you mentioned, would you go with me?”

At those words, I forcibly pulled down the corners of my mouth and spoke:

“Ah, really. Just what would you be able to provide?”
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—What were you planning to do if he didn’t come around?

At Ray’s words, I inwardly answered, ‘Baek Do-san wasn’t on the list to save. Rather, he was on the list to eliminate.’

Originally, Baek Do-san wasn’t a good person. Although he didn’t cross certain lines until meeting Seol Rok-jin, if judged as black or white, he was clearly on the black side, not even gray.

So keeping him alive wouldn’t help in saving this world at all.

If Baek Do-san fell under Seol Rok-jin’s control, the entire South Korean underworld would become Seol Rok-jin’s. Thus, eliminating him was safer than keeping him alive.

So if my ploy hadn’t worked on him, I would have eventually eliminated Baek Do-san by any means necessary later on.

—And yet you’re going to try and save that guy.

‘If this person joins my side, that vast underworld would become my domain.’

Hadn’t I thought before that I would need to delve into the shadows? The importance of gaining favor with the ruler of those shadows went without saying.

If things went well, that is.

Professor Geum, seated in the driver’s seat, seemed carefree to the point of forgetting the situation, even humming a little tune. It didn’t seem very reassuring.

“By the way, is it okay for us to suddenly show up like this?”

“We have no choice, since the deal is happening today.”

While the urgent plan to directly persuade him was fine, there was a serious flaw in this operation.

“I’m the one going, right?”

At my question, Professor Geum’s humming abruptly stopped. A chill ran down my spine.

“I didn’t say that, did I?”

Professor Geum only showed me a suspicious smile in response to my question. Seeing that smile, I grabbed the car door handle and exclaimed:

“I want to get off.”

—Are you insane! You want to get off this speeding vehicle? Your body will be torn to shreds.


“But since I’m going with you, he probably won’t outright kill you.”

“That’s certainly reassuring.”

“Maybe?”

No, it wasn’t reassuring at all. Did this guy even think things through? I knew he was an eccentric, but this was too much to adapt to.

“You’re going as my friend.”

I had never had a friend like this strange middle-aged man with questionable fashion sense. Seeing my scrunched face, Professor Geum added:

“Yeah, even if he thinks you’re a swindler spouting nonsense, he won’t kill you.”

Oh brother.

—It might be better to just abandon him here.

Even Ray said as much upon witnessing this spectacle. That’s right, why was I even here? Letting out an inward sigh, I folded my arms and stared ahead.

But since I was going, I should at least try to properly persuade him once.

Maybe something could change if I went.

That was how the car we were in crossed the Yeongjong Bridge and finally reached Yeongjong Island.

Yeongjong Island, where Incheon International Airport was located, had been a transportation hub both in the past and present. However, not too many people utilized air travel nowadays. The emergence of gates had tightened border security, but occasional attacks by flight monsters were also a factor.

Like the lingering flight monsters unleashed when a maritime gate had breached in the past.

As a result, air travel was now reserved only for critical situations deemed truly necessary.

The car turned right at the airport entrance junction. After exiting the highway and turning onto a small road, the car drove for about ten minutes before coming to a stop.

As I got out of the car, the salty sea breeze grazed my face.

“The deal will take place on Sendo Island.”

Sendo was a small island next to Yeongjong Island. Until the emergence of gates, it had operated as a passenger terminal, but it had since been fully converted into a cargo terminal to manage goods arriving by air and sea cargo.


So what deal was happening here today?

Drugs, specifically the kind targeting awakeners. Unlike ordinary people, awakeners had enhanced physical detoxification abilities. They could even purify the potent mana itself, so naturally, ordinary drugs had no effect on them.

Ah, it wasn’t just drugs that didn’t work. Alcohol and anesthetics were also ineffective. While there were potions that minimized the need for surgery, if an operation was required, they either had to grit through the pain or use special methods to lose consciousness.

Ah, and the same applied to various carcinogenic substances too. Which was why cigarette companies had flourished instead.

In any case, a drug that could affect awakeners, unlike alcohol and ordinary drugs, had been developed. Naturally, those who caught a whiff of the money involved would flock to this place.

“Let’s take that boat over.”

Although we had come without any prior notice to Baek Do-san, it seemed Professor Geum hadn’t arrived completely unprepared, as there was a small boat waiting at the spot he had pointed out.

Having taken a car and then a boat, we arrived at Sendo Island. Just before reaching the island, I noticed the shadowy figures gathered there and forced a smile.

“Haha, Professor Geum’s friends sure are friendly. They’ve already come out to welcome us.”

“Since this is Baek Do-san’s territory, they must have sensed our arrival.”

But to stand there with their shoulders all puffed up like that, didn’t it seem like an ambush?

The moment our boat reached the island, the person standing at the very front stubbed out the cigarette he had been smoking on the ground.

It was Baek Do-san.

Baek Do-san resembled a black panther. Black hair, black eyes, coupled with a sun-tanned bronze complexion.

A man exuding a gangster aura straight out of a noir film. His well-toned physique was clad in a sleek black suit that seemed like an extension of his body.

From the crisp white shirt to the necktie, an outfit that others might scoff at as superficial suited him remarkably well.

Like a grim reaper, one could say.

“I told you not to come.”

“Since when have I ever listened to you verbatim?”

In response to Baek Do-san’s words, Professor Geum nonchalantly retorted. I had to admire how steady his hands were.


“And you even brought some useless baggage.”

Baek Do-san’s sharp gaze swept over my face. But I couldn’t show any sign of cowering here. I defiantly raised my head.

“Hello.”

“Honestly.”

At my greeting, Baek Do-san let out a mocking laugh, as if finding this entire situation preposterous. Well, it was understandable. For his important friend to bring some random fortune-teller at a crucial time like this.

But you see.

I was an exceptionally capable fortune-teller among fortune-tellers.

With this type, persuasion was useless – actions spoke louder. If I mindlessly ran my mouth, he might just slice off my tongue without hesitation.

“It would be better to postpone or cancel the deal happening here today.”

“Why should I do that?”

“Information has been leaked.”

“Oh, this is quite interesting. Information has been leaked, you say?”

At my words, the corners of Baek Do-san’s mouth twisted. His eyes seemed to burn with the intent to tear me apart on the spot.

—That seems, seems dangerous.

Cold sweat trickled down my back from the killing intent he was emanating.

“Can you prove those words?”

At Baek Do-san’s question, the sound of someone gulping audibly could be heard. It was Professor Geum. Waving his hand dismissively, Professor Geum said:

“Just ignore me and continue your discussion.”

Honestly, he really had a knack for shattering the atmosphere. But thanks to that, the tension diffused slightly. Straddling my legs, I spoke.

“Yes. There is a traitor among you.”

At my words, a crease formed between Baek Do-san’s brows.

“Hah.”

Letting out a short, scoffing breath, Baek Do-san growled:

“What nonsense is this…”

“That person is the traitor.”

Before Baek Do-san could fly into a rage, I quickly pointed my finger at a particular man. One of Seol Rok-jin’s underlings, nicknamed ‘King’ due to the large mole on his nose.

“What? Absolutely not, Boss! Why would I…”

“That guy is the traitor?”

Even if a longtime comrade was suddenly accused of betrayal, it would be hard to believe. There was no choice but to instill that belief.

“It’s not entirely implausible, but it might have been for love. Perhaps he started running his mouth because a new lover became curious about his work. And the information he divulged likely grew more detailed over time.”

At my words, the man King, no, Kim Hong-deok, began turning deathly pale.

“At first, the information he passed might not have been much. At most, patrol schedules or the names of VIP clients frequenting related establishments. But after passing that initial information, he must have been blackmailed, right? With threats that the Boss would find out about his betrayal, and things wouldn’t go well for him.”

That was how Kim Hong-deok had fallen into the quagmire. For reference, the woman who had seduced Kim Hong-deok was sent by Seol Rok-jin. A woman possessing the talent of ‘Allure’ was a pawn directly groomed by Seol Rok-jin for such purposes.

The naive Kim Hong-deok would have been helpless against her.

—How do you know all this?

‘He was the type to spill his life story whenever he got drunk. I must have heard it hundreds of times.’

Suddenly, Kim Hong-deok fell to his knees right there and cried out:

“I’m, I’m so sorry, Boss! I, I must have lost my mind.”

Upon witnessing that scene, Baek Do-san let out a mocking laugh.

“You’re going to regret this.”

Only now did he seem to believe my words were the truth. I provokingly met Baek Do-san’s gaze, and he narrowed his eyes at me, muttering:

“I thought our professor had brought some random conman, but you’re the real deal.”

Murmuring those words, Baek Do-san addressed his subordinates:

“Boys, bury that friend over there.”

“Yes, Boss!”

“No, Boss please! Please give me one more chance!”

The life of Kim Hong-deok, who could have lived comfortably as Seol Rok-jin’s underling calling him ‘Brother’, ended right there. Without sparing him a single glance despite his desperate pleas, Baek Do-san spoke to me.

“You, the fortune-teller, let’s talk.”

Finally, I could now properly set the stage. As I started walking ahead following Baek Do-san, it happened.

“Professor, where are you going?”

Professor Geum, who had been trying to slink away unnoticed, ended up being included as well.

The place we were led to was a container inside some kind of fishing area. The pungent smell of fish stung my nose, but no one dared to complain.

At Baek Do-san’s gesture, his subordinate retrieved plastic chairs and a table from the corner, setting up a seating area.

“Now get out.”

At Baek Do-san’s curt command, the subordinate bowed his head and exited, leaving only Baek Do-san, Professor Geum, and me.

“You really are a seer.”

Saying that, Baek Do-san let out a snickering laugh.

“Or just a skilled conman.”

It seemed his suspicions toward me hadn’t completely disappeared. Well, true seers weren’t exactly common occurrences.

“Anyway, it doesn’t matter. The fact is, you came here to help me today, and I owe you a debt of gratitude. So tell me now, what was originally supposed to happen today?”

The stage was set.

Now it was my turn to seize control of this stage and guide it in the direction I desired.

I placed my hands on the table.

“Representative Seol Rok-jin was supposed to come here today.”

At my words, Baek Do-san’s eyes coolly glared at me.

“His target is you, Mr. Baek Do-san.”
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The drugs are just a side venture. Seol Rok-jin’s real target is to capture this Baek Do-san before me and make him his own man.

“He’s targeting me, that guy.”

“If he gets his hands on Mr. Baek, all of this will become his.”

At those words, Baek Do-san burst into laughter.

“Ahaha! So he thinks he can so easily swallow me whole?”

Not just a thought – it had truly become reality. Seeing my expression, Baek Do-san slammed the table with a thud.

Startling.

—He has quite the temper.

Well, the ruler of the underworld couldn’t afford to be meek.

“He really thinks he can brainwash me and place me under his control?”

“Yes.”

“The guy who goes around claiming all awakeners deserve to be killed is actually an awakener himself?”

“Awakeners are a minority, aren’t they? Even if he presents himself as their representative, he would just be the leader of a minority. He abandoned awakeners.”

What Seol Rok-jin desired was to take this nation of South Korea into his own hands. To achieve that, he would stop at nothing – killing, betraying, driving people into the abyss of despair, none of it was off-limits.

“But it wouldn’t be easy for him to get close to me, even with a brainwashing ability.”

“Wasn’t that traitor quite close to you?”

At my words, Baek Do-san closed his mouth with a stung expression. Getting close to Baek Do-san was certainly no easy feat. But in the midst of chaos, with one of his trusted subordinates guiding the way during a surprise attack?

That was how Seol Rok-jin had directly confronted Baek Do-san through such a simple method.

“There would be no need to even subdue Mr. Baek. It would be over the moment you made eye contact.”

“Hah, why is a guy with such an ability still stuck in that position?”


“He can keep at most one or two people under perfect control at a time. It’s easy to turn someone into a vegetable, but controlling just one person is difficult… or so he says.”

Since I had heard those words directly from Seol Rok-jin, they must be accurate. Although I had heard this when the number of people he could brainwash had increased to five.

“Haha, so he plans to use one of those precious cards on me?”

“Isn’t it worth enough?”

I was simply stating facts without any flattery. Baek Do-san, who had been intently staring at me, let out a mocking laugh.

“Is this the time for me to express my gratitude for your high regard?”

Saying that, Baek Do-san’s expression turned serious.

“So what should I do now?”

“You dealt with the traitor, but it was too late. Seol Rok-jin will be bringing his own people here.”

“I don’t think he would be able to defeat me in a fight.”

“There’s a high chance he’ll bring at least one 5-Circle awakener, and that guy uses poison. It’s not life-threatening, but the moment it spreads, your body becomes paralyzed. If he came with that poison awakener…”

“We would be at a disadvantage.”

While Baek Do-san’s forces were vastly outnumbered due to the surprise attack, the presence of that poison awakener had been a major factor.

If he had brought that person in the past, there was no reason not to bring them now.

The problem was that none of Baek Do-san’s subordinates were capable of neutralizing that poison. After all, his side consisted mostly of ordinary people, not awakeners.

“Yes, if we had prepared gas masks in advance, it might have been different…”

Saying that, I looked at Professor Geum. I wish Professor Geum had given me a bit more time.

Catching my gaze, Professor Geum immediately raised his voice first:

“What if I had been late after trying to prepare those? Huh? If not for me, you two wouldn’t have even met today!”

Well, he did have a point there.


“I wish you had believed me.”

This time, I subtly glanced towards Baek Do-san. But unlike Professor Geum, who found amusement in teasing, Baek Do-san remained unfazed.

“I can’t afford to believe everything that’s said if I want to maintain my position.”

—That’s also true.

Hmm, had I sounded too much like a fortune-teller? In any case, the mood had lightened. It was time to return to serious discussion.

“So we need to launch a thorough ambush on our side.”

We would strike at the napes of those who had come to strike our napes.

This could be quite fun.

* * *

The cargo terminal on Sendo Island had containers scattered everywhere. Baek Do-san’s subordinates took positions between those containers. If they couldn’t change the deal date, they would change the deal time. Seated there, Baek Do-san immediately contacted the other party and completed the deal swiftly, like stir-frying beans.

This bought us some time before Seol Rok-jin’s arrival on the island. During that time, I set up traps.

“I’ll be placing these all over.”

To think I would be using my lifeline artifacts for this situation. At my words, Baek Do-san smiled and said:

“Don’t worry, I’ll repay you many times over.”

I nodded at Baek Do-san’s words. He even opened his armory for me. Well, the quality of a modern gangster’s arsenal was about as expected – mediocre at best.

“Oh, why is this here?”

I blinked at the anti-tank mines.

“Ah, those were complimentary service items from before.”

Good lord. The best ‘service’ I had ever received was at most dumplings from the military. Just how big a scale was this guy operating on?

I left the anti-tank mines as they were. They were far too excessive for today’s use. But I did manage to gather a few items from the armory.


After gathering all the necessary items, I took out the mask I had prepared.

—Ugh, even looking at it again, the taste is too awful.

I heard Ray’s disgusted voice, but I defiantly wore the mask regardless. Wasn’t it rather cute?

“What’s that for?”

“I have circumstances where I can’t reveal my face.”

While I didn’t mind exposing my face to gain Baek Do-san’s trust, I couldn’t allow Seol Rok-jin’s side to see my face.

Moreover, this would be the first time in this life that I confronted Seol Rok-jin.

I wanted to etch a striking presence.

“Oh! So you have that kind of taste?”

For some reason, Professor Geum was approaching me with a wide grin. What was that smile for? Sensing an ominous feeling, I subtly shifted my body back.

“I quite liked mask heroes when I was young too.”

“That’s not it at all.”

Where was this otaku trying to go with that?! Comparing this precious mask that preserved my anonymity to children’s transformation shows! Flustered, I shouted that out, but Professor Geum was already looking at me like a comrade.

—Uhahaha! See, I told you that mask was utterly tasteless.

Damn it. But I couldn’t give up on it. I absolutely couldn’t meet Seol Rok-jin bare-faced.

Seol Rok-jin would be coming here.

Putting too much faith in his brainwashing ability, and trusting that traitor, he would likely let his guard down recklessly.

While the 40-year-old Seol Rok-jin might be different, there would still be a chance against the Seol Rok-jin in his 30s who hadn’t fully ripened yet.

I couldn’t miss this opportunity to land a blow on that bastard.

“Anyway, fighting!”

It was the most uninspiring cheer I had ever heard. From the sidelong glance we exchanged, it seemed Baek Do-san shared the same thought, our mutual sighs practically audible.

It would soon be time for Seol Rok-jin’s arrival. We each dispersed to our assigned positions. I too concealed myself between the containers.

—Will you be okay alone?

At Ray’s words, I nodded.

“I told you, it’s better if no one confronts Seol Rok-jin directly. It would be troublesome if they got brainwashed and turned against me.”

In any case, there likely wouldn’t be many people remaining by Seol Rok-jin’s side in the rear guard, so I would be sufficient alone.

After some time had passed, a boat quietly docked at Sendo Island’s pier. The number of people on board was around twenty-five to thirty. Not a large number, but Seol Rok-jin wouldn’t bring incompetent people.

Hidden in the shadows, I scanned the faces of the people disembarking one by one. And finally, I found the person I had been waiting for.

—That’s the guy who committed those vile deeds, you said. But he looks too ordinary, it’s creepy.

‘What matters is one’s inner self, not outward appearance.’

—That’s what the ugly ones always say.

Brushing aside Ray’s taunt, I swallowed hard.

We had planned to ambush them the moment Seol Rok-jin set foot on this land. Just as I was about to burst forth, an immense fog began obscuring my vision.

I immediately signaled to the person on the other side to halt for now.

An awakener with a water-related talent? Or poison? My thoughts became muddled. Following that fog, shadowy figures swiftly dispersed across Sendo Island in an instant.

Fortunately, the fog didn’t seem to harm the body, but the obscured vision was a problem.

—Damn! We were supposed to ambush them as soon as they got off the boat.

‘It’s fine. I had already conveyed that they would be entering, so we can just proceed to Plan B.’

Ambushing and annihilating the enemy upon landing would have been a good plan, but there was no need to recklessly engage them.

“It seems we’ll have to proceed with Plan B.”

[Understood.]

Hearing the voice from the other side, I let out a breath.

As the ruler of the underworld, Baek Do-san wouldn’t be careless either, so I believed his side would handle those who had infiltrated accordingly.

In any case, my target was Seol Rok-jin.

Apart from my personal desire to land a blow on Seol Rok-jin, I couldn’t entrust his brainwashing ability to anyone else.

I carefully advanced through the fog. Although the limited visibility was stifling, I could hear the enemies’ voices if I listened closely.

I swung the wire with a dagger attached up and down. Once centrifugal force built up in the wire-bound dagger, I twisted my body and flung it towards the source of the noise.

Puhk.

The dagger I had thrown struck an enemy’s hand directly.

“Kkeuk!”

It would have been better if it was Seol Rok-jin, but unfortunately, it was just one of his bodyguards. The man tried to pull the dagger out of his hand.

There was a reason I had attached the dagger to a wire made of highly conductive material instead of a regular weighted chain.

-Zizizit!

“Uaaahk!”

The man’s body convulsed like popcorn before crumpling to the ground. The enemy had been neutralized. I immediately retrieved the wire, pulling it back.

“What’s happening!”

Hearing the scream from within the fog, the bodyguards belatedly reacted. Simultaneously, the fog cleared as if erased by an invisible eraser.

Despite one of his bodyguards collapsing right before his eyes, there was not a hint of tension on Seol Rok-jin’s face. Rather, an expression of intrigue surfaced. To him, this whole situation must have seemed like mere child’s play.

“A mask?”

One of Seol Rok-jin’s bodyguards muttered those words unconsciously upon seeing me. I took out a potion vial from the bandolier around my waist and flung it straight at the man.

“Ick!”

The man dodged the potion vial and charged at me. 

Crack, the vial shattered and spilled its contents on the ground.

—Oh no, that didn’t work.

Huuk, I lowered my stance and closed the distance with the enemy. Against an armed opponent, the way to counter was to not give them an angle.

Unless they possessed a special talent, conventional guns could only attack in a straight line. So as long as I didn’t stand within that straight line of fire, I would be fine.

—Easier said than done.

‘It’s simpler than you think.’

Ba-ang. A bullet grazed right past my ear.

See? I just dodged that bullet, didn’t I?

—It grazed you. You’re bleeding, you fool.

“Huhk, hufuk.”

Taking cover behind a boulder, I let out ragged breaths.

My stamina had indeed dropped significantly compared to before. But even after resting and conditioning my body these past few days, I still hadn’t regained my peak condition from the academy days.

So I needed to end this quickly.

“He’s an electrokinetic. Everyone, be careful.”

Once again, I threw a potion vial towards Seol Rok-jin’s direction.

“Watch out!”

The vial was shattered by someone else’s hand.

“Resorting to petty tricks, are we?”

I continued throwing potion vials while evading the enemies. But the vials were repeatedly shattered, not a single one hitting its mark. Seeing me fail to land a proper hit despite throwing vial after vial, the bodyguard curled his lips in a mocking sneer.

“No matter how many times you throw, it won’t work on me…”

“That’s enough.”

Before the man could finish speaking, I ignited a flame from my fingertips. The vials had contained oil. And thanks to that, this place had become an oily battlefield. Flames rapidly spread from the spot my hand had touched.

“Uaaahk!”

The bodyguard I had been fighting immediately caught fire. At his horrific appearance, the other bodyguards standing beside Seol Rok-jin flinched.

“That’s enough.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, the bodyguards halted. Slowly, Seol Rok-jin walked towards me.

“Alright, since you’ve come this far, why don’t we have a little chat?”

As he spoke those words, Seol Rok-jin’s pupils shone with a yellow glow.
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I slowly advanced towards Seol Rok-jin, my hand holding the dagger lowered to the ground.

Before I knew it, I was standing right before Seol Rok-jin’s nose. It was fortunate I had the mask on. Without the mask, he might have seen through my expression.

—Calm down!

My heart was pounding furiously. No matter how many times I had envisioned this situation while waiting here, I still couldn’t stay calm.

I resented Seol Rok-jin. Countless times, I had wanted to kill and eliminate that bastard. But in the end, I had succumbed to him and lived bearing the humiliating title of his lapdog.

But this life would be different.

I would make it different.

With my head bowed before him, Seol Rok-jin whispered to me:

“Plunge that dagger into your own throat.”

Of course, this was the Seol Rok-jin I knew. He had enjoyed having people take their own lives directly with his own hands. And in the end, he liked to release the brainwashing and savor their reactions.

Truly, he had the worst tastes imaginable.

Following his command, I raised the hand holding the dagger. And right when Seol Rok-jin was about to smile, I lowered my stance and charged straight at him.

With the dagger in my hand, I stabbed – or tried to stab – at Seol Rok-jin’s nape. Unfortunately, my dagger stopped just 1cm short of his neck.

Damn it, well, a cowardly bastard like Seol Rok-jin wouldn’t have come here without any artifacts to protect his body.

But I wasn’t the same as my former self either. I began squeezing the mana throughout my entire body into the dagger. Bit by bit, the distance between the dagger and that bastard narrowed.

Seol Rok-jin, startled by my actions, exclaimed:

“How?”

“I don’t know what petty trick you’ve used, but it won’t work on me.”

I threw back the exact words that bodyguard had used to call my actions ‘petty tricks’ earlier. It felt immensely satisfying.

Just seeing Seol Rok-jin’s startled expression seemed to dissolve years of pent-up frustration.


Seol Rok-jin’s eyes trembled, his previously composed facade shattering.

But it was short-lived. Seol Rok-jin’s pupils began turning yellow once more.

“So my ability doesn’t work on you.”

But this time, Seol Rok-jin’s ability wasn’t aimed at me.

Tackled by a bodyguard who had charged in from the side, I was sent tumbling across the ground.

“Damn it.”

I tried to swing the dagger in my hand to fend them off, but they clung to me like leeches despite being injured. In an instant, my body was covered in blood.

Those who had lost all reason and mindlessly charged at me moved solely to restrain me, without any attempt at defense.

—Wh-why are they suddenly acting like that?!

‘He triggered the fail-safe implanted in their brains. When the trigger is activated, they’ll mindlessly attack anyone in their line of sight.’

This was the method Seol Rok-jin used when disposing of pawns who had outlived their usefulness. Damn it, I should have anticipated this too. I plunged the dagger into the nape of the man who had piled onto my body.

“Gur, guruk.”

Even as his breath was cut off, the man’s hands still clung to me, trying to restrain me no matter what. This irrational response sent chills down my spine.

—Truly horrifying.

After pushing away the corpse, I flung my wire towards the fleeing Seol Rok-jin, but my dagger struck the body of another bodyguard who had blocked his path instead.

Damn it.

Again?

There was no time. I gathered mana at my fingertips. Small sparks of static electricity crackled between my palms. I charged at the bodyguard and gripped his nape. The tingling electric current that surged from my hands zapped his brain.

Even as his collapsing body fell, the only thought in my mind was to capture Seol Rok-jin.

Seol Rok-jin, who I had thought was out of reach, was now within my grasp.


Just one inch more, and I could have cut off Seol Rok-jin’s breath. Just one inch more, and I could have erased that bastard from this world.

Then perhaps all those countless victims wouldn’t have come to be!

But by the time I had dealt with all the leeches that had piled onto me, the boat Seol Rok-jin had arrived on had already departed from this island.

Damn it.

“He really is a slippery cockroach when it comes to clinging to his life.”

In my previous life where I had died, he must have survived like a cockroach too. I wiped the blood off the dagger and sheathed it back into its scabbard.

Holding the radio in my hand, I spoke:

“Aah, can you hear me? Situation terminated, situation terminated.”

[Cleaning up over here.]

Hearing the screams behind those words, I shrugged my shoulders. At least the owners of those screams didn’t seem to be on our side?

“Let’s regroup after resting a bit.”

My body was still aching.

* * *

By the time I trudged along and rejoined Baek Do-san’s group, the situation had already been resolved.

“That poison awakener was quite troublesome, wasn’t he?”

“But he couldn’t dodge bullets.”

Well, even for awakeners, getting shot was usually fatal unless they possessed a physical enhancement ability.

Thanks to my prior warning, any awakeners whose talents were unconfirmed had been engaged from a distance with guns. This minimized casualties on our side, with only a single fatality. In contrast, all twenty of the enemies had been killed.

“You didn’t leave any survivors?”

“Since they were that brainwashing bastard’s subordinates. I figured it would be unsettling to leave any alive, so I cleaned them all up.”


It was a resolute yet thorough cleanup. Professor Geum, beside Baek Do-san, had his mouth covered with a pallid expression.

“Ugh, I think I’m going to throw up.”

“You’re just too weak-stomached.”

“You’re too strong!”

Professor Geum plopped down on a plastic chair with a sickly face. I looked at Baek Do-san and spoke:

“While Seol Rok-jin triggering their fail-safes would have been troublesome, he can only perfectly brainwash one or two at most. The rest have limitations – needing to see him or hear his voice.”

If not for those conditions, there would have been no need to worry about Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing.

Which was why he had come here in person this time.

“I owe you one this time. Honestly, I still don’t fully trust you, but listening to your words doesn’t seem like a loss.”

So he had gained some trust after I had exposed that traitor earlier? But he was still harboring suspicions.

Well, it would have been creepy if that guy had readily believed my words without any doubts. Maintaining a certain business-like distance was ideal.

“Since you helped me, I should repay you. What do you want?”

Those words came from none other than Baek Do-san himself. I could likely obtain anything. But it wasn’t time yet.

“If I ever need something, I’ll convey it through Professor Geum.”

At my words, Professor Geum, who had been silently watching, pointed at himself and asked:

“Me?”

“Got it.”

“Hey, you two can discuss without me. I don’t really want to get involved.”

Ignoring Professor Geum’s words, Baek Do-san and I exchanged glances. Finally, Professor Geum gave up.

“Alright, fine. Use me however you want.”

Well, since the matter was settled, I suppose I should take my leave now.

Before departing from Sendo Island with Professor Geum, I suddenly remembered something crucial I needed to say to Baek Do-san. I had almost forgotten.

“Are you planning to continue importing drugs through this route?”

“I didn’t mention that the goods traded today were drugs. Well, for you to know, it wouldn’t be too surprising. But why are you asking?”

“If you plan to change the route, I can provide useful information.”

Continuing to use a route that had already been compromised would be foolish. Even if I didn’t say anything, he would undoubtedly change the route, but then what benefit would there be for me?

“Bringing them in through a portal from China wouldn’t be an issue, but the problem is receiving them on this side. As you probably know, the portal division is extremely strict, you see.”

Portals were a new technology that allowed instantaneous transportation of objects by consuming mana stones. They had the advantage of being able to instantly move any object, although living beings would die in the process, so they couldn’t transport lifeforms.

But there was a reason they were resorting to cargo ships instead of utilizing such a convenient mode of transportation.

“While there are plenty of illegal portals on the Chinese side, it’s difficult to evade the government’s eyes here in Korea.”

The Korean government managed the portals, and they cracked down hard on any smuggling attempts. The initial merchants who had tried smuggling through portals were likely all in prison by now.

But there was a way.

Although not fully corrupted yet, I already had a list in my mind of those who would become corrupt. Among them was an official from the portal management division.

“Look for Division Head Oh Jun-seok from the portal management division. His youngest daughter will soon develop a rare disease, so he’ll do any job for money.”

Until this incident, Division Head Oh Jun-seok had been renowned for his impeccable integrity and trusted by those around him, making him perfect for such matters. In fact, I had never heard of any issues arising after Seol Rok-jin had recruited him.

“As long as we can keep the child’s rare disease a secret from the outside world, it should be problem-free for at least ten years.”

In reality, the child’s rare disease wouldn’t be discovered until about a year from now, but since it was a congenital condition, the symptoms might already be present, albeit too mild to be recognized as an illness.

“And if the deal goes through that route, I want a cut of the profits.”

“A cut?”

“Not for free, of course. I also want to invest some capital.”

I would be getting involved in the drug trade. Some might point fingers at me. But I needed money. An astronomical amount of money.

For someone like me who couldn’t conquer gates, this route was the most reliable way to earn substantial sums periodically.

I would have to put my foot in the door through this method.

“Well, if that route really is viable.”

Baek Do-san readily nodded. While profit-sharing could be a sensitive matter, he still owed me for saving his life.

After finishing my final words, I left Sendo Island along with Professor Geum.

“Where should I drop you off?”

“Just here is fine.”

After arriving in the downtown area, I parted ways with Professor Geum. From now on, I had many tasks ahead of me.

Still, I had truly gained a lot from this single day.

—The most satisfying part was landing a blow on that miserable bastard.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget it.”

Seol Rok-jin fleeing from me in panic – it felt like something that had been tightly bottled up within me had finally been released.

“Well, Seol Rok-jin isn’t a god either.”

A bitter realization also crossed my mind.

—Think positively! This is just the beginning, isn’t it?

“You’re right.”

As I exchanged those hopeful words with Ray and started walking along the street, it happened. My face was displayed on the electronic billboard installed atop a building.

[Murder Suspect: Public Wanted Notice]

Ah, damn it.

It seemed that miserable bastard also wanted to land a blow on me.
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Huuk, huuk. Jeong Ho-san deflected the iron ball hurled at him.

This training of deflecting the massive iron ball using only raw strength without tapping into the mana imbued in his body was something directly passed down to Jeong Ho-san by Kim Myeong-cheol himself.

-Relying solely on mana will eventually reach a limit. Like a tree with shallow roots getting uprooted by a typhoon, establishing firm roots is always the most important.

Recalling those words Kim Myeong-cheol had told him, Jeong Ho-san focused on the massive iron ball hurtling towards him.

Boooong, the iron ball that had been airborne began its descent, pulled by the earth’s gravity. Its potential energy was converted into kinetic energy as it rushed at Jeong Ho-san with tremendous speed.

Squeezing every muscle fiber in his body, Jeong Ho-san concentrated all that force into a single point.

Swoosh, struck by Jeong Ho-san’s fist, the iron ball soared back into the air. Without even a moment to catch his breath, Jeong Ho-san repeated this process.

Overloading and damaging the muscles and bones throughout his body, only to regenerate them again – it was a grueling training regimen that ordinary people would be unable to endure, essentially shattering every bone and muscle before reassembling them anew.

But for Jeong Ho-san, who could rapidly recover even from torn muscles and shattered bones, there was no better training method than this.

Today, Jeong Ho-san hadn’t come here solely for physical training.

As he punched away the iron ball threatening to crush his entire body, Jeong Ho-san’s thoughts wandered.

Had Kang Yi-sin really committed all those deeds?

Despite witnessing Kang Yi-sin there with his own eyes, Jeong Ho-san still couldn’t bring himself to believe it.

The Kang Yi-sin he knew wasn’t the type of person to do such things.

If it had just been an illegal gate mining operation, he could understand. But murder? Killing people?

While Kang Yi-sin had been evaluated as exceptionally vicious during their academy days, actually committing murder was an entirely different matter.

The Kang Yi-sin who had appeared before Jeong Ho-san that day had seemed so calm. Not at all like someone who had just done something as monumental as murder.

‘Could it have all been a misunderstanding?’

They said there were corpses inside, but there was no clear evidence that Kang Yi-sin had been the one to kill them, right?

What if someone else had committed the murders, and Kang Yi-sin had only rescued and escaped with those people?


Master Kim Myeong-cheol had said that Kang Yi-sin owed a tremendous debt. Upon investigation, records showed Kang Yi-sin had even borrowed 130 million won from a private lender.

It was a place no sane person would visit unless they were truly desperate, where a single mistake could ruin one’s entire life.

For Kang Yi-sin to have borrowed 130 million won from such a place.

What possible reason could there have been?

If he had needed money urgently, he could have come to Jeong Ho-san.

Of course, even as a 5-Circle hunter, Jeong Ho-san’s current circumstances weren’t good enough to readily provide such a large sum. He was still a probationary member of the guild and repaying the cost of the artifacts he had purchased upon joining.

But Jeong Ho-san was still a 5-Circle hunter. Arranging around 130 million won would have been possible. If Kang Yi-sin had truly needed the money urgently, Jeong Ho-san could have found a way to provide it, no matter what.

Yet without a single mention to him, Kang Yi-sin had resorted to borrowing from private lenders instead.

If Kang Yi-sin was here, Jeong Ho-san felt like grabbing him by the collar and demanding an explanation.

Why had he done such a thing? If only he could grab Kang Yi-sin like that and bring his friend back, how wonderful that would be.

To be able to face his friend again, how wonderful that would be.

Gritting his teeth, Jeong Ho-san threw a punch.

Swooosh.

The iron ball soared back into the air.

It had been when they were approaching graduation from the academy.

“Hey, congratulations. The <Crimson Hound> guild nominated you. That was your top choice, right?”

Jeong Ho-san couldn’t even properly look at Kang Yi-sin’s face as he spoke those words.

“Hey, why the long face? You look like a criminal.”

Until graduation, no guild had nominated Kang Yi-sin to become a hunter. It was only natural – he hadn’t been able to slay a single monster until the very end. Perhaps he could have become a porter, but no guild would employ him as a hunter.

Unlike Jeong Ho-san, who had guilds lining up to recruit him even before graduation.


“Should I not go?”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Kang Yi-sin let out a mocking laugh.

“How much of a loser do you want to make me?”

‘I’m sorry.”

Looking at Jeong Ho-san, who still couldn’t meet his eyes properly, Kang Yi-sin said:

“You said you would prevent another gate break from happening, didn’t you? That you wouldn’t let any more people like us be created.”

It had been Jeong Ho-san’s goal since awakening to his talent, since realizing it was an A-rank talent, no less.

“What’s with that backward dream? Who do you think will appreciate you playing the hero? You know everyone only likes cool guys like Yoo Seon-je and Bing Mari. Lightning and ice mages, how cool is that? Just looking at them is dazzling and glittering. They’ve even landed a few CFs, you know?”

Glancing sideways at Jeong Ho-san, Kang Yi-sin continued with a pitying tone.

“And you? You’ve got nothing special. Just physical enhancement. Even if the potential is A-rank, there’s nothing flashy about it at all. No one will even take a second look at such a drab talent.”

While his words sounded harsh, there was not a shred of malice in Kang Yi-sin’s voice. Instead, a sense of pride could even be glimpsed.

“So I can’t help but cheer you on instead.”

“Yi-sin-ah.”

“If you really feel sorry for me, you should have just taken that huge contract fee the guild master offered and given it to me. Didn’t he desperately try to recruit you?”

“It was too much money for me.”

“Yeah, I figured you’d say that. Sheesh, you can’t even eat when someone tries to feed you.”

Patting Jeong Ho-san’s back, Kang Yi-sin spoke:

“Since you’re going anyway, do well. It might seem stupid and backward, but since it’s your choice, I’ll cheer you on no matter where or when.”

After saying he would cheer on Jeong Ho-san’s dream no matter where or when, why had he committed such acts?

The iron ball before Jeong Ho-san crumpled.


“Ah.”

He had unconsciously used his ability. With a flustered expression, Jeong Ho-san pulled his hand back. There was no one here to scold him, but he still felt sheepish.

Perhaps because he felt this too was his own fault.

This was enough for today.

Wiping the sweat from his face, Jeong Ho-san turned to leave when he sensed someone approaching from behind. Feeling the presence, he immediately turned his head.

A woman in her early-to-mid twenties wearing a police uniform was walking towards him.

Why had the police come looking for him?

Stopping before Jeong Ho-san, the woman calmly opened her mouth:

“Hello, Mr. Jeong Ho-san. I’m Police Inspector Do Chae-hee from the Awakener Crimes Team.”

At that introduction, a wariness surfaced in Jeong Ho-san’s eyes. The Awakener Crimes Team – it seemed he could guess the reason she had come to find him.

“If it’s about the gate incident from before, I believe the guild has already submitted all the relevant materials.”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Do Chae-hee silently nodded.

“That’s correct. But I need your help, Mr. Jeong Ho-san.”

“My help?”

“Yes, the situation has changed.”

The situation had changed? What did that mean?

Observing Do Chae-hee’s expression, Jeong Ho-san sensed it wasn’t a positive change.

“Han Jo-hee, who was rescued from the illegal gate mining site, was found dead at the hospital this morning.”

Jeong Ho-san knew of Han Jo-hee – he had been the only one at that site acquainted with Kang Yi-sin, so he had undergone special questioning.

That person had died? Momentarily startled, Jeong Ho-san soon understood.

“I had heard his condition was terminal due to mana poisoning, but…”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Do Chae-hee shook her head and spoke:

“His death wasn’t caused by mana poisoning. He was murdered. There were traces of torture all over his body. And the words ‘Punishment for running your mouth’ were carved into his abdomen.”

The longer Do Chae-hee spoke, the more Jeong Ho-san’s eyes began to tremble.

“Most crucially, the victim provided a statement right before his death, identifying Kang Yi-sin as the one who did this to him.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san’s mouth fell open.

It couldn’t be. Those words slipped out instinctively, but he couldn’t bring himself to utter them before the police officer.

“Kang Yi-sin is currently a wanted suspect nationwide. In other words, he has already been branded a criminal. As you know, if an awakener fugitive resists arrest…”

“Immediate execution.”

Jeong Ho-san finished Do Chae-hee’s words. Although Jeong Ho-san, being much taller, was glaring down at Do Chae-hee with an intimidating gaze, she calmly continued without a hint of tension:

“Yes. And in Kang Yi-sin’s case, already a fugitive and now committing such crimes, we have no choice but to respond more forcefully.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san’s face contorted. The verdict had already been decided.

“The reason I’m here is to give you a chance to save your friend.”

Hearing that, Jeong Ho-san clenched his fists tightly.

Just what had he done, Yi-sin-ah?

Do Chae-hee spoke:

“There weren’t many people who knew Kang Yi-sin. But those who did all mentioned you. That you were his closest friend?”

“Yes.”

A bitter taste filled his mouth. His closest friend, yet he had been completely unaware of these recent events.

“They said you came from the same orphanage, attended the same academy. And that academy was none other than Babel… I was honestly surprised, as I never expected he had attended Babel.”

‘The disgrace of Babel’ – those words always seemed to follow whenever Kang Yi-sin was mentioned. Although he had stubbornly persisted without failing or dropping out, no one had a favorable opinion of Kang Yi-sin.

“They said he displayed an unusually violent tendency even from his school days.”

“No, that’s not true.”

“There were over five students who ended up in the infirmary during combat training sessions with Kang Yi-sin?”

The excuses that had surfaced in his mind vanished again. At a loss for words, Jeong Ho-san was met with consoling words from Do Chae-hee:

“I think Kang Yi-sin thoroughly deceived you. He pretended to be a good friend while doing such things behind your back.”

“Why?”

“Because his relationship with you was beneficial.”

Do Chae-hee continued coldly.

“You’re an A-rank potential hunter, Mr. Jeong Ho-san. Currently only a 5-Circle, but you’ll likely reach 6-Circle soon, perhaps even 7-Circle. Just being acquainted was advantageous, they said. I heard you teamed up with him, someone everyone at Babel avoided, numerous times. Thanks to your help, Kang Yi-sin repeatedly avoided failing out.”

“Even without my help, Yi-sin would have managed well. He didn’t become friends with me for such reasons.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yes.”

Jeong Ho-san nodded firmly. Looking at him with a pitying gaze, Do Chae-hee clicked her tongue.

“Alright, think whatever you want. But I don’t believe Kang Yi-sin is a first-time offender. Your friend must have committed such acts, at the very least murder, numerous times before.”

There had been quite a few occasions when contact with Kang Yi-sin was cut off. From the start, gate conquests lasted anywhere from 2-3 days at the shortest to months at a time, so there was no way to know what Kang Yi-sin had been up to during those periods.

Had he really been committing such acts during that time?

Yet he had still met up with Jeong Ho-san, laughing and chatting as if nothing was amiss?

“The reason I came here was to ask if you had ever noticed anything suspicious while meeting Kang Yi-sin, no matter how trivial. Anything at all.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Jeong Ho-san clenched his fists tightly. It wasn’t to protect his friend that he remained silent.

He truly knew nothing at all.

Observing Jeong Ho-san’s expression, Do Chae-hee let out a sigh.

“For a moment, I wondered if you knew everything but were trying to hide him. But it seems you really don’t know anything. It’s almost a relief. Consider that person was never your friend.”

Could he simply discard Kang Yi-sin, his closest friend since their snot-nosed childhood days, with just those few words?

No, he couldn’t do that.

“How is the investigation proceeding?”

At Jeong Ho-san’s question, Do Chae-hee narrowed her eyes. Originally, investigation details couldn’t be divulged. But seeing his utterly dejected expression as if he had lost everything, the words slipped out unconsciously:

“It’s still at a standstill. As you know, we’re always short-staffed, and there’s too little information. Your friend is quite elusive.”

“Can I assist?”

“Pardon?”

Do Chae-hee’s eyes widened at Jeong Ho-san’s words.

“If you’re short-staffed, I’ll help.”

Just as Do Chae-hee was about to shake her head dismissively, Jeong Ho-san quickly added:

“In a situation where victims have emerged, any claims that my friend couldn’t have done it won’t be convincing. But I need to hear it. When did he start having such thoughts? Whether we were truly friends at all.”

Biting his lip, Jeong Ho-san declared.

“I’ll go anywhere, anytime.”

For a moment, Do Chae-hee suspected he might be trying to help his friend evade capture, but this was still an offer from an A-rank hunter.

She had no reason to refuse.

“Alright.”

The two shook hands.
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[The victim, Mr. Han, was a survivor dramatically rescued from the recent illegal gate mining incident, making this even more lamentable… The condition of the corpse was so gruesome that…]

[Let’s delve into the true identity of Kang Yi-sin, the suspect in this murder case. Why did this prodigy who graduated from the prestigious Babel Academy become such a monster?]

[This is why awakeners are dangerous! You never know what they might do. The awakener involved in this case was even wearing an identification tag. Stricter regulations beyond just tags are needed!]

I turned off the TV. No matter what channel I switched to, it was all about me. I was rendered speechless by the absurdity of it all. After learning that a wanted notice had been issued for me, I had holed up in this motel room, desperately searching for information.

With the whole world focused on this story, gathering information wasn’t too difficult.

The uproar was amplified because the victim of this incident had been one of the survivors from that illegal gate case that had caused a media frenzy during the 9 PM news not too long ago.

Just as the gate incident was starting to die down, a bigger fire had erupted.

Han Jo-hee’s body was covered in torture marks, with the words ‘Punishment for running your mouth’ carved into his back, as if I had taken revenge on him for cooperating with others.

As if to flaunt it, the culprit had dumped Han Jo-hee’s body back in his original hospital room before leaving.

Han Jo-hee was discovered still clinging to life by a nurse, to whom he uttered my name with his dying breath, identifying me as the one who had done this to him.

And then he passed away.

The time Han Jo-hee had gone missing was a mere half a day.

Within that span, he had been kidnapped, tortured, and then returned, an impossible feat without an inside accomplice at the hospital. Although they mentioned investigating all hospital staff, that was likely just speculation…

‘There’s no way I would have left any trails.’

It was insane – there was no way I could have committed such acts.

If they had used even a shred of common sense, they would have realized there was no reason for me to specifically go after Han Jo-hee and torment him.

The more I looked into the case details, the more absurd it became, almost comical.

‘It was Seol Rok-jin’s doing.’

At present, Seol Rok-jin was the only one who would commit such acts.

The problem was that there was no way to convince people of this.


“Damn it, this is so unfair.”

As I rolled around on the bed venting those words, Ray spoke to me.

—Didn’t you say you intended to embrace the role of a villain anyway?

“But those truly weren’t my actions.”

Han Jo-hee had been brutally killed because of his connection to me. Since he didn’t know anything about me, there was no risk of my information leaking, but it was still shocking that someone I had rescued ended up like that.

“He may not have had long to live anyway, but he didn’t deserve to suffer such torment.”

The hatred towards them boiled over once more.

“Either they wanted to obtain information about me, or they intended to send me a warning. And in the process, they ruined an innocent person’s life.”

For such trivial reasons, they had reduced someone already living on borrowed time to that state.

—Aren’t you resentful about the false accusation?

At Ray’s words, I clicked my tongue.

“There was nothing I could do. They probably threatened him by saying they would harm his younger brother or something if he didn’t corroborate their story.”

Saying that, I placed my hand on my throbbing forehead.

“That younger brother, what about him?”

The brother, whose only remaining family member had become terminally ill just to pay for his academy tuition fees, had now been brutally murdered as well. It was an excessively cruel fate for someone who was barely a high school student.

—Worry about yourself first. This isn’t the time to be concerned about others, is it? The whole world now sees you as the bad guy thanks to this.

“Hah, there’s no other choice when the evidence is so conclusive.”

With a sigh, I continued:

“Originally, I had planned to discard the Kang Yi-sin identity anyway.”

* * *


[But you didn’t intend for it to be publicized nationwide like this, did you?]

At those words accompanied by a snickering laugh from Professor Geum, I let out another sigh.

“Don’t tease me. This is a crisis for my life, you know.”

[Hmm, is it really? Ah, right! There was some good news I had for you.]

“What news?”

[Since you seem to like masks, I decided to go with a mask concept for this new project. I think I can create something fun soon.]

At Professor Geum’s words, I perked up my ears.

Although he was an eccentric nutcase, Professor Geum’s skills were genuine. If he was making gear for me, I would be grateful.

“But why the sudden decision?”

[This whole incident made me appreciate you, and that mask – it was right up my alley, you see.]

I didn’t really want to hear that my tastes aligned with someone who looked like a mad scientist, always wearing those crazy swirly glasses.

Seeing my disgusted expression, Ray burst into laughter.

—Haha! Didn’t I say it had terrible taste?

[Anyway, I’ll let you know when it’s completed. You can look forward to it.]

“Yes.”

[And let me know if the investigation starts closing in on you. I’m quite skilled at helping people disappear, you know.]

How reassuring.

So this was the importance of connections, huh?

With Professor Geum’s assistance, I completed the land purchase and transfer of ownership. Unable to use the Kang Yi-sin name, I had to utilize someone else’s identity.

Professor Geum told me with a snicker:


[Since it’s someone already deceased, you don’t have to worry about them coming to reclaim their land.]

It was quite a relief to hear that.

The land would be located at Doram Mountain in the outskirts of Gwangju Metropolitan City.

Doram Mountain was a landform created after a gate break, its rugged terrain rendering it completely off-limits to ordinary people.

The mana concentration was also higher than other areas, prompting the government to prohibit entry as well.

—If entry was prohibited, couldn’t you have just used the land without buying it?

‘It would be troublesome if someone else tried to build something here later.’

Doram Mountain was an exceptionally beautiful place. A high mana concentration meant the natural energy was also abundant.

Despite being a mountain formed only a few years ago, trees were densely overgrown as if it had existed for hundreds of years.

—It’s great that you’ve come all the way up here, but how do you plan to build a base here, and by yourself at that?

As Ray pointed out, while establishing a base in this inaccessible area had its advantages, there were also clear drawbacks.

The biggest drawback was that I would have to do everything myself.

But I had plenty of time regardless.

Thanks to someone, I would be confined to this place for the foreseeable future.

“If I take it step-by-step, anything is possible. For today, let’s start by finding a suitable spot for the base.”

—You need to pick the spot first?

“I only knew this place existed, but I’ve never actually been here before.”

In other words, I would have to do everything on foot without any regression benefits.

Hearing my words, Ray grimaced.

“Carving out the middle of the mountain would be too much, even for a superhuman awakener. I should either find a flat area or a cave.”

—You can’t even be counted among the superhumans, can you?

“Well, I’m still stronger than ordinary people.”

As I conversed with Ray, I fortunately found a large natural cave nearby. It reminded me of the Batcave from Batman.

“A cave does seem fitting for a dark hero’s base.”

The only problem was that this place already had prior residents.

Perhaps thinking of Batman when entering had been a mistake. Clinging to the upper part of the cave was a dense cluster of thousands of bats.
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Kim Du-sik, a diligent employee at Push N Cash, went outside for his lunch break. He had asked his prickly boss if he wanted to join, but was rejected with the reason, ‘Your face ruins my appetite.’

His face wasn’t that bad. His mother had said he was handsome.

With a dejected look, Kim Du-sik planted his bottom on a chair at a soup restaurant.

He had considered getting fast food, but figured it was better to have a hearty meal of soup instead.

Six months into working under that foul-tempered boss, life had been harsh. But as he sipped the first spoonful of the steaming beef soup, the white radish broth mixed with the red seasoning paste, he felt relieved.

The news was reporting a public wanted notice for some kind of shockingly brutal serial killer.

“Tsk tsk, what era is this for someone to commit such heinous crimes?”

Couldn’t they just work diligently at a company and earn money like he did? These awakeners were really unlikable.

For such filthy beings to intrude into the righteous world of fists.

But for some reason, the person shown in that news report didn’t seem entirely unfamiliar.

‘I feel like I’ve seen him somewhere before.’

It truly was a face he felt he had seen before.

While his head might be lacking, as part of his job, Kim Du-sik rarely forgot a face once he had seen it. He wracked his brain desperately.

Where had he seen that guy before?

And when that face surfaced in his memories, Kim Du-sik couldn’t help but abruptly rise from his half-finished bowl of soup.

“That’s him! 130 million won!”

He then rushed to the Push N Cash office.

“B-Boss, did you see this?”

Trembling, he approached the sweating Choi In-hyeok, who was watching the news with a pale face.

This was bad.


Kim Du-sik tightly shut his eyes.

* * *

The floor of the cave was thickly covered in bat droppings. The moment I set foot inside, the bugs trapped in the droppings scattered with a swishing sound.

—Kkiyaaahk!

“What was that unrefined shriek?”

—I, I just really hate bugs in this world! You can’t possibly be thinking of staying in this filthy, gloomy place, can you?

Who knew you were such a pampered young master?

“Once human presence is continuously felt here, the bats will leave. Without the bats, no more droppings will accumulate, and the bugs will disappear too.”

Bats are sensitive creatures. While monsters might be different, ordinary wild bats wouldn’t be able to withstand human presence and would soon abandon this place…

At that moment, I felt something warm land on my head.

“Ughh! What is this!”

Bat droppings. The bats clinging to the ceiling didn’t even flinch, as if mocking me.

“You bastards, get out!”

Whether I yelled or waved my arms, it made no difference.

I hadn’t intended to resort to this, but they left me no choice.

I fired mana-formed fireballs in all directions. As the blazing fireballs rained down on them, the bat swarm finally began to fly out of the cave.

Perhaps they disliked this unjust intruder invading their home. Before departing, the creatures didn’t forget to leave me a parting gift.

“Those damn bastards!”

Now completely covered in droppings, I could barely hold back my curses.

—Haha! Look at your state! You’re completely covered in crap! Even those beasts know who’s trying to take their den.


I brushed off Ray’s words.

While I had succeeded in driving out the bats, dealing with the droppings they left behind would be another task entirely.

“In times like these, water cleaning is best.”

I expelled water from my hands.

Pooshooshook.

Seeing the stream of water pooling at my feet, I fell silent.

“Damn it.”

—Phuhaha! At this rate, it would take you 10 years to clean this place with your abilities.

As irritating as it was, Ray was right. I had considered fetching water from a nearby stream, but upon seeing the sheer size of the cave, I shook my head.

“Hmm, that’s too much trouble.”

I cleanly abandoned the plan of fetching water.

Later on, after installing proper plumbing, I could just use an artifact that would spew water endlessly as long as mana stones were supplied. No need for such manual labor.

The list of items I needed to request from Professor Geum had grown. Sitting on the floor, I started listing out the necessary things one by one.

“First, I need to set up the basic facilities.”

At the very least, I would need proper electricity and plumbing installed. Deciding on the necessary rooms was simple – a place to sleep, eat, and relieve oneself. A bedroom, kitchen, and bathroom were essential.

While the cave was large enough to accommodate all those facilities, I first needed to thoroughly clean the inside before installing anything.

Seeing the droppings covering every inch of the cave floor, I let out a sigh.

The sheer amount of work seemed so daunting that a sigh was all I could muster.

For now, I set up a tent outside the cave. It was the same type used during gate conquests, equipped with artifacts that made it suitable for temporary living quarters.

It even had a water purification system that could produce up to 15L of water per day. In an emergency, I could even recycle the water expelled from my own body, although the idea felt rather unsavory.


Seeing my tent, Ray exclaimed in admiration.

—It might look shabby on the outside, but the facilities are quite decent.

“The world has progressed that much.”

—How many people are you planning to bring to this base?

At Ray’s words, I slowly rolled my eyes, recalling the potential candidates in my mind before speaking.

“Hmm, maybe five to seven people? If things go well, that is.”

There was no way I could recruit monsters like my fellow Babel Academy alumni and S-rank hunters Yoo Seon-je and Bing Mari, who had been nominated by Sirius upon graduation. But there were also plenty of discarded individuals with nowhere to go, so recruiting them could form a decent force.

“For now, I plan to quickly bring in at least one laborer to assist me here.”

It wasn’t a joke – trying to handle this place alone would likely grind my bones to dust.

—But securing people might not be so easy.

“With enough money, anything is possible.”

* * *

“Refunds are only possible within three days. After three days, we can only purchase. And in the case of a purchase, we cannot offer the full price.”

Being a place frequented by quite eccentric individuals, the shopkeeper didn’t seem too bothered by me having my face concealed with a black mask.

The shopkeeper’s concern lay elsewhere.

“Are you really planning to buy that thing?”

“Yes. So please hurry up and give him to me.”

I quickly presented my tokens to the shopkeeper’s hand.

It was a cool deal. I had brought 500 million won, but somehow it had dropped to 350 million in the meantime. Thanks to that, I had saved some money.

Hmm, putting it that way really made me sound like a human trafficker.

—It doesn’t just sound like it, that’s exactly what it is.

‘Well, I suppose you’re right.’

After checking my tokens, the shopkeeper said he would fetch the ‘item’ and disappeared into the back.

While inhumane acts unfolded here without a second thought, every visit made me feel like my own humanity was being tested.

I desperately averted my gaze from the ‘items’ displayed in the well-polished cages.

“Here it is.”

The shopkeeper dragged a massive cage towards me.

—But are you really going to buy that man? Its condition doesn’t seem too good.

Ray’s words weren’t unreasonable. The state of Kim Jae-ho, trapped inside the iron bars, appeared far worse than before.

His entire body was covered in wounds, a muzzle clamped over his mouth dripping with saliva.

Yet amid such conditions, his eyes still burned with undiminished defiance, truly terrifying to behold.

Despite being so emaciated that his ribs protruded, as if he hadn’t eaten properly, that rebellious spirit still lingered within him.

‘But we used to get along quite well in the past.’

Even after Seol Rok-jin had scrambled his mind, reducing him to an imbecile, Kim Jae-ho had still retained his humanity to some extent. And I had been the one he had listened to the most. Well, I was the only one who had treated him like a human being.

Thanks to that, I had become Kim Jae-ho’s handler. At the time, I had felt fortunate to be his handler, at least until the ‘suicide mission’ he could never escape from.

Back then, I had hated how he would obey any order I gave. No matter how many times I had inwardly begged him to run away instead, he had stubbornly followed my commands to the bitter end.

Even though he must have known he would die, he had still obeyed my orders.

And he never returned.

‘Thinking back, Seol Rok-jin really was a bastard.’

Recalling those memories, I let out a bitter laugh.

Seeing Kim Jae-ho growling through the iron bars, Ray spoke.

—That thing, that thing! It looks like it’ll immediately maul you if you release it. Are you sure about this?

‘Well, if I slowly earn his trust, it should be fine?’

But as Ray said, the atmosphere did seem rather hostile.

“Greurr.”

Baaaang!

Seeing him look like he might break through the iron bars at any moment, I quickly asked the shopkeeper:

“Ah, you mentioned the electric shock collar would be included as a service?”

* * *

I received a generous supply of tranquilizers that could calm Kim Jae-ho down. Looking at the syringes thick enough to pierce elephant hide, I gulped audibly.

Observing my expression, the shopkeeper continued emphasizing that refunds were not possible.

For a fleeting moment, I wondered if I should have bought him when his energy had been completely drained instead.

Purchasing him was one thing, but transporting him all the way to the cave was another issue altogether.

The shopkeeper had offered delivery to my desired location, but requesting a delivery to the mountaintop location I had chosen for my secret base seemed like a laughable idea.

Fortunately, I had a reliable sucker – no, supporter – to rely on.

[You want him delivered to the mountaintop, is that it?]

At Professor Geum’s incredulous words, I quickly added:

“And there are some other things I need.”

Listening to the list I provided, Professor Geum let out an exasperated groan.

[I told you to let me know if you needed anything, but you really are planning to thoroughly milk me dry. Are you building some kind of shelter?]

“Well, I can’t exactly go out and about for the time being, can I?”

Fortunately, Professor Geum seemed to think I was acquiring these items due to the wanted notice.

[Well, I suppose you’ll need to lay low for a while. Setting up a bunker and staying put, an excellent choice! I would have just hired a company to handle it, but whatever.]

Yeah, I probably should have just hired a company to build a bunker instead. A belated regret crossed my mind.

But then again, there was a certain romance to constructing a base with my own hands.

Professor Geum sent the deliveries as quickly as possible. The next day, I was able to meet the delivery personnel he had arranged.

And I proceeded to ‘lie’ to those people.

Not that I didn’t trust Professor Geum, but I didn’t fully trust him either.

“It must have been quite difficult to transport the cargo all the way to the cliff’s edge. Thank you for your hard work.”

There were no cliffs to be found in this area, but the men who had fallen for my lie just nodded along.

Seeing me deceive the laborers, Ray commented.

—It seems you don’t think much of your own talent, but this does appear to be quite a handy ability.

“It’s only useful in situations like this, not offering any help in combat.”

I heard Ray mumbling something in response, but I didn’t catch it.

I slowly approached the crate. Inside that massive wooden crate was the iron cage holding Kim Jae-ho, a space just shy of 2 square meters.

I forcefully pried open the wooden crate as if breaking it apart.

Through the shattered crate, sunlight poured in.

At first, Kim Jae-ho recoiled like a beast avoiding the light, retreating to the corner. But eventually, all obstructions were removed, and the shadows concealing the iron bars dissipated. Kim Jae-ho seemed unaccustomed to the sunlight pouring onto him, standing still as his eyes blinked rapidly in confusion.

Just as I considered draping a cloth over him to block the sunlight he seemed to dislike, Kim Jae-ho’s gaze slowly lifted towards the sky.

The clear, azure sky.

The man who had once thrashed in hatred of everything stood there motionlessly for a long while, simply gazing at the blue expanse above.

The warm sunlight and cool breeze washed over us.

—Well, at least he seems to appreciate the sunlight.

At Ray’s words, I just shrugged my shoulders.
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The good atmosphere I had created was short-lived. Kim Jae-ho still behaved like a ferocious wild animal.

For several days, I tried to become friendly with Kim Jae-ho, but all my attempts ended in failure.

He even tried to bite the hand that offered him food! After that, he charged at me so forcefully that the iron bars shook violently.

Wow, seriously?

I was rendered speechless by the shock for a while.

“This is why they say not to take in stray black-haired beasts?”

How on earth had we become close in the past?

‘Could it only have been possible through Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing?’

Having thought that, I shook my head.

—Can’t you just use your ability?

“Then wouldn’t I be doing the same as that bastard? At least I don’t want to earn someone’s favor in that way.”

Kim Jae-ho was going to become my colleague. I didn’t want to start off our relationship like that.

—What a pointless stubbornness.

Although Ray clicked his tongue saying that, he did seem to respect my choice to some extent.

Having acquired the necessary equipment, I began the full-scale process of setting up the base.

The very first task was installing a water source. Without water, nothing could be done properly. Until now, I had been carefully rationing the 15L per day produced by the tent, but with two people, it became difficult to even bathe properly.

As time passed, my appearance was steadily approaching that of a homeless person.

Installing a water source was simple. I just needed to set up the pre-prepared artifact in a sunny spot.

Although it would consume an excessive amount of mana stones, I still had quite a decent stockpile of unminted mana stones, so it wasn’t a burden for now.

Of course, the maintenance costs amounting to millions of won per month would become a headache later on.


—You know, it would have been better to build the base near a river instead of in these remote mountains.

“But that wouldn’t have been very stylish, would it?”

Setting, you know? Setting. I had talked about darkness and whatnot, so having a base in an auspiciously located area blessed by the surrounding mountains and rivers just hits differently. It would lose its flair otherwise.

—I should have known from the moment you started wearing that mask.

Ray clicked his tongue. I pretended not to hear him and focused on the artifact. Before long, clear water began bubbling up. With this, my water worries were over.

I immediately took a shower first.

“Ah, I feel alive.”

Even if I couldn’t fully immerse myself like in a sauna, just washing off the grime that had accumulated on my body made me feel reborn.

“Do you want to bathe too?”

I asked Kim Jae-ho that just in case, but he didn’t respond.

“I suppose you’ll get angry if I pour water on you?”

—Can you even call that speaking?

At times like these, the fact that I couldn’t communicate with Kim Jae-ho felt so frustrating. No matter how many times I tried talking to him, he would just block his ears in the corner of the iron cage, refusing to even acknowledge my words.

“Hmm.”

I silently observed Kim Jae-ho’s behavior.

Even after Seol Rok-jin had scrambled his mind, some intelligence still remained within Kim Jae-ho. His mental age might have regressed to around seven years old, but he could still make rational judgments to some degree.

So even though he appeared to have lost all reason like a beast, somewhere deep inside, the human Kim Jae-ho must still exist.

After all, he was the one who had told me his name, Kim Jae-ho.

“Jae-ho-ya*.” (tl/n: -ya/-ah – used as a suffix for the vocative case when calling someone by his or her name, or a nickname, only when the person is younger or close. They also can be used for things or animals when the speaker treats them like human.)

At my call, his shoulders flinched.


“Forget it. Just eat your meal.”

Sweet-talking him would be pointless in his current state, so I would simply show through my actions.

Show him that I wasn’t his enemy, that I wouldn’t harm him.

After removing all the bat droppings from the cave, I began the task of leveling the cave floor, eliminating the uneven surfaces to create a foundation.

Of course, this too was no easy feat.

“Ueorr, I’m exhausted, so tired.”

One consolation was that the air circulation inside the cave was good, so the previously foul odors had dissipated quickly.

The humidity levels also seemed well-regulated, so I wouldn’t need to worry about additional ventilation.

Although I had stumbled upon this place by chance, it truly seemed optimal for establishing a base.

As I was indulging in some self-praise, Ray’s sharp voice rang inside my head.

—Someone’s coming!

It wasn’t just Ray who had sensed that presence.

Kim Jae-ho, who had been lying in the iron cage, had also awoken and was now growling from the corner. I slowly turned my head.

“Eh.”

And I was taken aback.

Standing before me was a child wearing a hunter academy uniform. In fact, I could barely recognize it as a uniform, tattered and filthy to the point of being unrecognizable, as if the wearer had been through quite an ordeal.

With shaggy hair obscuring most of the face, only the plump, peach-fuzzed cheeks revealed that he was indeed a student.

And therein lay the problem.

Why had an academy student come here?

No, the more accurate question was, ‘how’ had he come here?


At that moment, the ‘student’ spoke to me.

“I finally found you.”

His voice was hoarse and cracked. At those words, I furrowed my brow. ‘Finally found me,’ he said?

“You know my brother, don’t you?”

Fortunately, the subsequent words from them were quite polite. But a brother? What brother?

“Your brother…”

Just as I was about to ask who their brother was, a name flashed through my mind.

The ‘brother’ they mentioned had to be Han Jo-hee. This kid was Han Seo-hyeon, Han Jo-hee’s younger brother.

And the moment I realized that, I drew in all the mana from my body.

Right now, Han Seo-hyeon must view me as the enemy who had killed his brother!

While I had no intention of fighting this child, if he had come here to avenge his brother, I couldn’t just let him do as he pleased either.

What had he said? An A-rank potential awakener skilled in dark magic? As an academy student, his combat prowess would likely be 3-Circles at most, but could I really survive a direct confrontation? Or should I strike first while he seemed to be caught off guard?

As various thoughts raced through my mind, Han Seo-hyeon spoke to me.

“I know you’re not the one who killed my brother.”

Caught off guard by those unexpected words, my eyes widened.

“What?”

“I know.”

How? The entire world had condemned me as the culprit in that murder case. With the evidence and testimony, even I would have believed I was the perpetrator.

“How do you know that?”

In response to my bewildered question, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip and drew in his mana. Unlike other ability users whose pupils would glow when activating their powers, Han Seo-hyeon’s pupils darkened even further instead.

At a glance, it didn’t even seem like he was using any talent at all.

But after accepting Ray, I had become far more sensitive to the movements of mana, so it didn’t escape my notice.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m not planning to attack. Didn’t you ask how I knew? I’m just going to show you the answer.”

A black magic circle began forming in front of Han Seo-hyeon.

A black magic circle – the dark mana spread through the air like black ink dispersing in water, and from there, a single skull emerged.

He had summoned a skeleton.

Han Seo-hyeon wavered unsteadily, his body swaying. It was only natural. While summoning might seem simple, it consumed immense amounts of mana and mental energy. And necromancy, which dealt with the realm of death, was even more taxing.

To summon a skeleton from thin air without any medium.

It was a talent befitting the description ‘insane.’

“A necromancer, I see.”

“Yes.”

“By the way, I don’t understand why you summoned that skeleton.”

Wait, this – when he said he didn’t plan to fight but then summoned a clattering skeleton, how could that be interpreted as anything but an intent to battle?

“It’s my brother.”

At those words, my mouth fell open.

“Th-that’s Jo-hee?”

I inwardly apologized for referring to it as a ‘clattering skeleton’…

Seeing my stunned expression, he quickly explained:

“I had no choice. To read his memories, I needed to contract with him somehow. And I couldn’t just, just scatter my brother like that.”

Having become a skeleton, it could no longer be called Han Jo-hee.

Turning a deceased family member into an undead was a taboo act in our Confucian country, no, in most countries around the world.

But even so, Han Seo-hyeon must have had his reasons for crossing this line.

“The reason you revived your brother was…”

“To find the true culprit, of course.”

I gulped hard.

The expression on Han Seo-hyeon’s face as he spoke those words seemed like he might collapse at any moment. To the boy who looked on the verge of crumpling, I asked with a sigh:

“Have you eaten? Or gotten any sleep?”

Han Seo-hyeon shook his head slightly.

“Let’s talk after you’ve had something to eat.”

In any case, we had both realized we weren’t enemies, so there was plenty of time to converse.

* * *

“Greurr.”

As we headed towards the tent, Han Seo-hyeon noticed Kim Jae-ho trapped in the iron cage and looked at me.

“Th-that is, a misunderstanding.”

Was it just my imagination, or did his gaze towards me suddenly turn as cold as if looking at garbage?

At my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon’s face hardened.

“So to compensate for a lack of labor, you resorted to human trafficking and purchased a mentally unsound human slave?”

That was quite a summary.

“R-rescue! It was a rescue! If not for me, he would have ended up with an abusive owner and suffered terribly, you see? Right, right?”

I didn’t know why I was desperately explaining myself to this high school student.

—Yet he turned his own brother into a skeleton! Isn’t this a case of the pot calling the kettle black?

‘Still, let’s not bring that up.’

Considering how desperate Han Seo-hyeon must have been to resort to such measures, I couldn’t bring myself to even mention that part.

The more I talked about Kim Jae-ho, the deeper I felt I was sinking, so it was better to change the subject.

After having Han Seo-hyeon take a seat, I first handed him some bread. Receiving the bread and water, Han Seo-hyeon began devouring it ravenously. Just how long had he gone without food? I watched him with a heavy heart.

Once Han Seo-hyeon had finished eating, I asked him:

 “So what did you manage to find out?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon shook his head with a troubled expression.

“Perhaps because I contracted with a skeleton, the quality of information wasn’t good. I did manage to identify the face of the one who tortured my brother before his death. But that’s about it.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s expression seemed conflicted as he spoke those words.

“You came to me…”

“Because I felt you might know who the culprit is.”

I pondered. Of course, I knew. But the problem was that the moment I revealed that information, Han Seo-hyeon would become involved in my affairs. If I intended to send him away, it would be better not to tell him anything and just placate him instead.

Having a necromancer like Han Seo-hyeon on my side would be tremendously helpful, but he was still a minor.

Since he attended the academy, he couldn’t be more than nineteen at most. But looking at his face, he seemed even younger – just a scrawny kid who had shot up in height.

While I understood the feelings that drove him to turn his own brother into a skeleton for the sake of revenge, that was precisely why I hesitated.

Han Jo-hee’s wish had been for his brother to be happy.

The siblings’ happiness had been trampled long ago, but was it right for me to drag him into this as well?

“In any case, I have nowhere else to go.”

As if reading my thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon threw those words out.

“I even turned my brother into that state.”

“You had no choice, did you?”

“But I still shouldn’t have done that, should I? Out of a desire for revenge, I killed my only brother a second time, the brother who had sacrificed his life for me.”

The voice of Han Seo-hyeon as he spoke those words sounded so hoarse.

“What do you want to do?”

“I have to find the culprit. I have to avenge what happened.”

At that answer, I tightly shut my eyes.

I had no choice.

Even if I tried to drive away this kid, the life of a child who had experienced such trauma couldn’t possibly return to normal. I told Han Seo-hyeon:

“Someone once said, don’t think about revenge for the dead. The greatest revenge is to live happily.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes turned cold.

“If you’re going to tell me to give up on revenge…”

“I think that’s bullshit.”

Han Seo-hyeon blinked at my words.

“Who can claim to understand the dead? And honestly, why should I care? I’m the one who’s alive, aren’t I? I’m the one who can’t bear it any longer, for whom every day is a living hell. Telling me not to seek revenge, for whose sake is that? Isn’t that right?”

I too had wanted to take revenge on Seol Rok-jin my entire life.

If I could have, I would have done so.

That was why I decided to extend my hand to Han Seo-hyeon.

“Let me ask you one thing. Are you truly, ‘definitely’ certain you can do it?”
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Han Seo-hyeon didn’t seem surprised to hear that Director Seol Rok-jin was behind everything.

“I see.”

He merely responded calmly.

“So that person was behind it all.”

Then he muttered that name repeatedly under his breath, as if determined never to forget it.

“How did you find me?”

“I was originally looking for you as well.”

While the term ‘you’ felt a bit rude, I let it slide. He had been searching for me even before this?

“Why?”

“I wanted to ask about ways to earn money.”

“Money?”

“To cure my brother.”

At those words, I was left speechless. He had intended to cure Han Jo-hee? Even I had thought Han Jo-hee was already beyond saving, essentially a dead man walking.

These two brothers must have cared tremendously for each other.

Looking at Han Seo-hyeon, I resolved:

“I plan to cut off Representative Seol Rok-jin and all the other rotten elements in this country. That way, victims like you won’t happen again.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon just blinked.

“Why that expression?”

“Your goal is just, too grand compared to my expectations.”

Well, from the current perspective, it did sound like an outrageous goal bordering on impossibility.


I told Han Seo-hyeon:

“Seol Rok-jin has too good of an image right now. Even if we reveal he’s the culprit, no one will believe us.”

“Since everyone currently believes you are the culprit.”

“Don’t call me ‘you.’ Call me hyung.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon firmly shut his mouth.

Ah, perhaps that term was inappropriate considering he had only recently lost his brother. I hurriedly searched for an alternative. Calling me ‘ajeossi’ based on the mental age gap felt awkward since our actual ages weren’t that far apart. And I wasn’t his master to call myself that. Hmm, was there a suitable term? (tl/n: the term 아저씨 (ajeossi) is used to refer to a male several years older than the speaker – something like ‘uncle’)

After pondering, I finally spoke.

“How about ‘Boss’?”

“Boss?”

“Well, aren’t we gathering under the same banner of ‘Overthrow Seol Rok-jin’? We’re on the same team. So as the leader of this team, it’s only natural for me to be the Boss…”

“What’s the name of this team? Please don’t tell me it’s that cringy ‘Overthrow Seol Rok-jin’ name.”

“Well…”

I didn’t have a great sense for naming things.

Since I hadn’t expected to gain a team member I could actually converse with, I hadn’t given any thought to a team name.

“I’ll let you know if I come up with something later.”

Rejected.

—Well, you haven’t exactly displayed a boss-like presence.

It’s all because I don’t have a proper base yet.

With a solemn expression, Han Seo-hyeon asked me.

“So what should I do first?”


I replied:

“Are you good at physical labor?”

* * *

Although initially appalled by my words, when I explained it was for constructing the base, Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue but still began physically assisting me.

—For a necromancer, he’s not summoning anything.

‘He did turn his own brother into a skeleton, didn’t he? He probably feels a bit uncomfortable summoning his brother.’

Having a deceased sibling serve him, even if the current skeletal form no longer retained Han Jo-hee’s consciousness, must have felt off.

I started dismantling the surrounding trees one by one with a hand axe.

Puk, puk. Swinging the axe with force, my body gradually became drenched in sweat. I had intended some physical training, but I hadn’t expected such intense labor.

Shwik, I lifted my shirt to wipe away the sweat. The abs visible underneath had become quite defined.

Well, it was only natural after such arduous work.

—Why are you gathering so much wood? It’s not even winter yet.

“This will be used for both furniture and firewood.”

While I had brought in the essential artifacts with Professor Geum’s help, there was no way to have furniture delivered as well.

So I had no choice but to make them here myself.

I also gathered dirt to make cement. The sand quality wasn’t great, but it would suffice for leveling the cave floor.

The wood was neatly stacked to one side to properly dry, whether for firewood or furniture construction.

Engrossed in the work, evening had arrived before I knew it. I called Han Seo-hyeon over to eat.

It was instant food again today. Ugh, I was getting sick of it. As I chewed on the bloated noodles like a cow ruminating on grass, it happened.

“How long are you going to just dig around here?”


“Until the base is completed?”

Moreover, I couldn’t just leave Kim Jae-ho in that state either. Fortunately, Kim Jae-ho was slowly lowering his guard towards me. Although he still disliked me, considering how he had previously charged at even my shadow, this was tremendous progress.

Hmm, it seemed I would have to remain here for a few months at least.

As I was thinking that, Han Seo-hyeon asked me:

“Are you really just going to build a house here?”

Having seen me wholeheartedly focused on constructing the base for days, Han Seo-hyeon seemed exasperated.

I wasn’t just holed up here solely to build a base.

“For now, staying here is the best option. You know I’m currently wanted for your brother’s murder, right?”

Despite my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon didn’t seem convinced at all. Was it because he was still young, his emotions so transparently visible?

“So you’re just going to do nothing about the situation?”

“What can I do by going out?”

“Well…”

He had no rebuttal. As frustrated as he felt, this child couldn’t think of any immediate actions.

“But I’m not wanted, so can’t I do something?”

“So what did you have in mind?”

“Anything.”

I scratched my cheek. While I could have dismissed his naivete, I could also understand where Han Seo-hyeon was coming from.

Well, leaving Han Seo-hyeon completely idle might not be ideal either.

“How about training your abilities instead?”

“Training?”

“Yes. To be honest, one reason I can’t send you out is because I don’t know the extent of your skills.”

I deliberately avoided mentioning his age. Kids tended to be sensitive about such things.

“How many undead can you summon?”

“…Right now, my limit is five mice or one ske…leton.”

“Is it due to a lack of mana?”

“I have enough mana, but it seems my mental energy isn’t sufficient beyond that point. My head feels like it’s going to split open.”

Hmm, stroking my chin, I asked.

“Do you have to control every single entity individually?”

“For smaller creatures, it’s fine with just simple willpower. But for skeletons, it feels like I’m controlling each one from start to finish. My mental energy is completely consumed by that.”

So while he could control smaller animals with basic intent, skeletons were impossible?

For a necromancer relying on overwhelming numbers, being limited to controlling so few entities at once was problematic. Small animals couldn’t serve as effective combat forces either.

“Then the only one you can currently utilize in battle… is your brother?”

“Yes.”

“What about other skeletons…”

“None.”

Damn, this. Through further questioning, it became clear that Han Seo-hyeon knew disturbingly little about his own ability.

It seemed to stem from the fact that using his talent required actual corpses. Come to think of it, he had mentioned trying to earn money for his first ‘practice material.’

I tightly shut my eyes. Ah, I see. I now knew what Han Seo-hyeon needed most.

Proper education.

“Hmm, it seems we’ll need to conduct various experiments to fully understand your ability. Is that okay?”

I carefully asked Han Seo-hyeon.

The skeleton he had currently summoned was incredibly precious, created from the remains of Han Jo-hee himself.

To accurately gauge Han Seo-hyeon’s capabilities, I intended to perform some experiments, including ‘extreme’ varieties.

It was an important matter, as making a mistake could desecrate the deceased, or the skeleton itself could be damaged during the experiments.

In response to my question, Han Seo-hyeon nodded and said.

“The first skeleton I contract is special. Unlike the others, it’s written that it won’t dissipate.”

“You have such an ability?”

“Yes.”

Han Seo-hyeon showed me the message window that had appeared before him.

-[Summon & Contract]-

Contract with the deceased to make them your summon.

The first summon you contract will grow alongside the awakener and will never dissipate. If damaged, it will regenerate over time. Inputting mana can shorten the recovery period.

While still an unfriendly explanation, it provided the necessary information.

So Han Seo-hyeon’s first skeletal summon would never dissipate no matter what happened. Even if damaged, it would regenerate given time and mana.

By the way, ‘contract’?

“If it’s a contract, does that mean you can’t turn just anything into an undead?”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my words.

“For mindless small animals it’s fine, but even for dog-sized creatures, some intent is required for the contract.”

So that’s why his first skeleton wasn’t a mere mouse, but the subject of his initial contract. As I understood, a new question surfaced.

“Then your brother…”

Had Han Jo-hee agreed to become Han Seo-hyeon’s skeletal servant?

At my gaze, Han Seo-hyeon’s face contorted painfully, his tightly clenched fists evoking pity. It seemed like a painful memory, so I hadn’t intended to ask directly, but seeing that expression, I couldn’t just pretend not to know either.

“What happened that day?”

Carefully, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth.

“As I mentioned, I was following you that day. Summoning mice and birds to gather information.”

When no one else could track me, Han Seo-hyeon said he had almost succeeded in finding me.

And just as he was obtaining information about me, preparing to search for me-

His phone had rung.

It was a call from the hospital.

By the time Han Seo-hyeon frantically rushed to the hospital after receiving that call, Han Jo-hee had already ended up like that.

“They said no one had noticed he was missing. It made no sense. My brother was receiving dialysis three times a day. But that’s what they said. No one had noticed. When I returned, he was like this.”

As if recalling that moment, Han Seo-hyeon clenched his fists tightly and continued.

“And they all said the same thing. That before dying, my brother had uttered your name. So you were the culprit.”

“But you didn’t believe it.”

“Because you never approached my brother.”

Having been tracking me, Han Seo-hyeon couldn’t have believed I was the culprit. But everyone else insisted I was. While a different culprit existed, no one even considered finding the real one.

“So I had to see my brother. Everyone tried to stop me. Saying I couldn’t handle it in that state. That the shock would be too great, that it was better not to see him. But if I had let it go, I would never have known the true culprit for the rest of my life. So I went to see my brother.”

Faced with Han Jo-hee’s remains, Han Seo-hyeon barely managed to keep his crumbling body upright. His brother’s condition was horrific. Not an inch of his body had been spared. He had already been a dying man, having burned through everything for Han Seo-hyeon’s sake, with nothing left but ashes.

Someone had trampled those ashes, again and again. Spitting and desecrating them.

So Han Seo-hyeon reached out towards his brother.

It was their final reunion.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 32

				
Han Seo-hyeon pulled his brother’s soul from his body. Han Jo-hee’s screams rang in his ears. Despite his trembling body, Han Seo-hyeon didn’t stop raising him.

Han Seo-hyeon’s mana, stained tar-black, burrowed into Han Jo-hee’s body. And simultaneously, Han Jo-hee’s final memories were etched into Han Seo-hyeon’s mind as if unfolding.

[It hurts… It hurts! It hurts, please stop.

Suffering… I want to die! No, I don’t want to die.

My younger brother, my, my younger brother…

Seo-hyeon-ah, how can I, Seo-hyeon-ah, Seo-hyeon-ah!

I’m sorry, Seo-hyeon-ah. Hyung is sorry. For being unable to do more, hyung, hyung was wrong.

Seo-hyeon-ah… Seo-hyeon-ah…]

All that remained at the end was his own name.

As the screams subsided, Han Jo-hee’s soul appeared before him. Although Han Seo-hyeon had witnessed many deaths, facing someone’s soul was a first.

Perhaps it was the price of summoning. Han Jo-hee’s soul was crumbling apart. In that state, Han Jo-hee simply stared at Han Seo-hyeon for a long while.

“Hyung.”

Shedding tears, Han Seo-hyeon spoke to Han Jo-hee.

“I’m sorry, really sorry. I’m the one who should be sorry.”

Whether due to Han Seo-hyeon’s lack of skill or because too much time had passed since Han Jo-hee’s death, conversation between them was impossible.

Fear, anger. Sadness. Resignation and concern for Han Seo-hyeon himself.

That concern, it crushed Han Seo-hyeon.

Han Jo-hee’s corpse crumbled. The bruised, wounded flesh scattered like dust, leaving only white bones.

“I, I…”

Only then did Han Seo-hyeon realize his mistake. He had turned his brother into an undead. The skeleton clattered as it stood before Han Seo-hyeon.


“Until the end, hyung was worried about me. And he would obey my will no matter what, so he’s telling me not to apologize. It felt like he was saying that.”

That was how they had ‘contracted,’ he said.

“Releasing the contract is also my will, but I just couldn’t, I couldn’t send hyung back again.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I patted his shoulder.

“I want to take revenge on those bastards, somehow.”

As if anger had resurfaced anew, Han Seo-hyeon trembled violently.

“For that, we need to properly understand your ability.”

Clashing headfirst now would only end up shattering us. I told Han Seo-hyeon:

“Right now, you can barely summon. We need to find out your limits, what exactly you’re capable of.”

Since this was the first time contracting a skeleton, it was even more crucial to fully grasp his own abilities.

After neatly organizing the cup noodle wrappers, I asked Han Seo-hyeon.

“You said it will never dissipate?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s have you face off against me first.”

“Against you?”

“Yeah.”

Seeing me lightly stretch, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes.

“I heard your talent was ‘lies’ or something.”

Ah right, now the whole nation knew my secret. Damn it, I was now a wanted fugitive nationwide.

“Well, there are some other minor things too.”


—Minor things, he says!

Brushing off Ray’s outrage, I told Han Seo-hyeon:

“Don’t worry about me. Just show me your full power.”

We took positions in a suitable open area.

With a tense expression, Han Seo-hyeon summoned the skeleton. Although it could no longer be called Han Jo-hee, it still felt somewhat uncomfortable.

Well, that discomfort was only momentary.

I drew the dagger strapped to my thigh.

“I won’t hold back, so you come at me with everything you’ve got too.”

The skeleton awkwardly bent its posture, its stance utterly sloppy. Just in case, I slowly walked around it, but its openings remained abundant. I approached and thrust my elbow into the skeleton’s neck, shattering it.

In an instant, the skeleton’s neck vertebrae snapped, and its skull dropped to the ground.

“Weaker than I expected.”

I hadn’t even needed to draw in mana. A mere physical assault was enough to easily destroy the skeleton, its durability that lacking.

Beyond just poor endurance, its movements were so sloppy that its lack of combat understanding was painfully evident.

The skeleton with its severed neck rattled as it searched for its missing head. I wonder what would happen if I shattered its thighbone?

Slowly approaching the skeleton, I kicked its thighbone. Tung, the thighbone flew outward.

Having lost its thighbone, the skeleton immediately collapsed. It squirmed on the ground, attempting to rise, but failed to stand again. Watching this with a blank expression, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip and dispelled the skeletal summon.

“How long until you can resummon it?”

“2, 2 hours.”

I shrugged and said:

“Then let’s continue working until then.”


At my words, Han Seo-hyeon glanced at me and rose from his seat.

“Yes.”

Unlike before, his response was quite obedient now.

—Still, it seems you no longer find the brat quite as laughable.

At Ray’s words, I let out a chuckle.

* * *

Two hours later, the skeleton reappeared before me, perfectly restored. And within 30 seconds, I had shattered it again.

Han Seo-hyeon was rendered speechless.

“You need a lot more practice.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s face flushed red.

It seemed he had become newly embarrassed by his previous brashness towards me, given his lacking abilities.

Well, it was quite serious. I asked Han Seo-hyeon.

“Didn’t you receive any combat training at the academy?”

“I was in the mage class, so we mainly practiced mana manipulation.”

“You didn’t receive any combat training at all?”

Hmm. Even for mana-based talents, anything could happen inside the gates. That’s why Babel had put everyone, mages included, through hellish regimens. At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon’s face paled.

“B-Babel? You’re a Babel Academy graduate?”

“Um, I’m an alumnus there.”

“Why would a graduate from there be…”

“It’s a long story.”

I gazed wistfully into the distance, acting as if it was an intricate tale. Not knowing what misunderstanding he had, Han Seo-hyeon trailed off.

“Bo-Boss.”

“Hm?”

I was taken aback by that address. Well, I had told him to call me Boss, but I didn’t expect him to actually use that term.

“I have many shortcomings. I’ve been rude until now, so please teach me. How can I become stronger?”

At those words, I let out a sigh of ‘Huh.’ Stroking Han Seo-hyeon’s unkempt hair, I said:

“Even if you didn’t say that, I was planning to teach you anyway. Don’t we have the same goal?”

“Yes, yes.”

Giving a wry smile, I told Han Seo-hyeon.

“But in return, you’ll obediently do whatever I tell you to, got it?”

“Yes.”

For now, I intended to put Han Seo-hyeon through Babel-style training. No matter that he was a necromancer meant for the rear lines, he was too weak currently.

And there were additional details I needed to confirm.

“Is the skeleton reconstructed each time you summon it? Or does it enter some personal space before emerging? If it’s the concept of a personal space, can you bring other items too?”

At my questions, Han Seo-hyeon blinked in confusion.

“Um, I’m not sure. Do I really need to know that much?”

“Of course.”

In order to find some way for even my talent to inflict damage on monsters, I had tried every possible method.

Whether this worked or that didn’t, I had attempted everything that would make others click their tongues in derision if they saw.

Although I couldn’t find a way to properly utilize my talent until graduating from the academy, I had gained many things thanks to that effort.

“There’s nothing more important than accurately understanding the limits of your own ability.”

I decided to conduct some tests with Han Seo-hyeon.

Using a marker, I drew on the skeleton’s body. Then I asked Han Seo-hyeon to dispel and re-summon it.

Fortunately, re-summoning an undamaged skeleton only took 5 minutes, so I could quickly confirm the results.

The re-summoned skeleton still bore the drawings I had made.

It didn’t seem to be reconstructed, but rather the exact same entity that had been previously dispelled was emerging.

“If it’s not being reconstructed but stored somewhere before appearing.”

Perhaps other things could be stored along with that skeleton?

Next, I tied a ribbon around the skeleton’s body.

“Wh-what is this?”

“It’s for an experiment, just an experiment.”

Desperately ignoring the guilt that even such actions felt like desecrating the deceased, I asked Han Seo-hyeon to re-summon it.

Remarkably, the ribbon remained tied on the re-summoned skeleton’s head. I continued sending various other items with the skeleton and discovered a few key points.

The experiment showed that only objects under 5kg in mass and 30 cubic cm in volume would remain.

“This capacity will likely increase as you become more accustomed to summoning.”

Looking utterly drained, Han Seo-hyeon slumped to the ground. Having re-summoned dozens of times for all these experiments, it was understandable.

“I, I think I’m going to puke.”

“But it was helpful, wasn’t it?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with a pallid face.

“This was the first time I’ve summoned anything like that.”

“The first time? Ah right, you previously mentioned lacking practice materials.”

“That, and… I just felt reluctant.”

Until now, Han Seo-hyeon had never properly utilized his own talent.

“Everyone said my ability was ominous. Unsettling. At the academy, no one liked me either.”

Why though? He was quite tall and reasonably good-looking. Sure, his poor posture might have hidden his height, and that handsome face was obscured by his shaggy mane, giving off a gloomy aura, but still! That was no reason to ostracize him!

—Curiously, your evaluation seems even harsher.

‘What do you mean? I’m just stating facts!’

—You’ve built up quite a bit over these past few days.

To be honest, Han Seo-hyeon didn’t have the most pleasant personality either.

Just like me.

But the ones who understood the heart of an outcast best were fellow outcasts.

“Don’t bother with what those idiots say. And what’s wrong with your ability? You just need to learn how to properly wield it.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon asked:

“Isn’t it strange? I turned my own deceased brother into a skeleton.”

“Well, it is a bit creepy, I can’t say it’s not at all unsettling. But not quite to that extent either.”

Whoa, my double negatives were getting convoluted.

Now that Han Seo-hyeon and I were in the same boat, I didn’t want to say anything too harsh to him. But it was indeed a rather strange matter. Someone would find it unsettling, and I did think it was a bit creepy too.

But you see.

“The brother I saw, it felt like he would do anything to protect you.”

I didn’t know Han Jo-hee deeply. But the person I had witnessed seemed to have cherished Han Seo-hyeon tremendously.

“That skeleton might not be your brother anymore. But you know, if even a shred of your brother remains within it, it will be unconditionally on your side. The most reliable ally you could have in this world.”

Han Seo-hyeon turning his brother into a skeleton had been an unavoidable decision. To avenge his brother, to uncover the truth behind it all, this kid had willfully turned his brother’s end into an ongoing present.

But I was in no position to point fingers at him for that.

“Your brother would probably blame me instead. Asking what I was doing, making his precious younger brother suffer in these remote mountains. Unable to even send you to the academy, instead raising you as a fledgling criminal.”

There was no way Han Jo-hee’s resentment would be directed at Han Seo-hyeon.

“That’s what your brother would say.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon simply lowered his head.

Seeing the damp patches forming at his feet, I turned away.
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After that day, my relationship with Han Seo-hyeon improved considerably. At the very least, he didn’t grumble like before.

It seemed the guilt he felt towards his brother, while not entirely gone, had been greatly alleviated.

He was diligently keeping up with the training as well.

“We worked the upper body today, so tomorrow is lower body. After a short rest, we’ll have a skeleton lesson…”

“Uwaeek.”

Before I could finish speaking, Han Seo-hyeon buried his head again. He was already struggling this much when we hadn’t even started proper training yet. How lacking must his basic stamina be to end up like this?

—Well, of course. When I was training, that level would have been a light post-meal workout.

‘Didn’t you say you had no memories?’

—Ahem! It just feels that way, is all.

Fabricating statements just to act like a lecturing elder, despite having no memories. Was that praiseworthy or concerning?

—Your gaze seems rather impure.

‘It’s nothing.’

If the physical training was complete, it was time to move on to the next phase.

“Once you’ve caught your breath, try summoning a skeleton.”

“What?”

“Your stamina may be drained, but your mana is still intact, right?”

To conduct proper training, one must not waste time.

Han Seo-hyeon summoned a skeleton with a pale face. Perhaps it was because he had summoned them hundreds or thousands of times over the past week. The summoning time had definitely shortened.

I slowly approached the skeleton and swiftly swung my dagger. The skeleton shifted its center of gravity backward, avoiding my dagger. The second attack followed, flying towards the skeleton’s side.

Clang.


The skeleton’s forearm bone blocked the dagger midway. I stepped forward, aiming for its neck.

Oh-ho, I brightened my eyes at the unexpected movement.

But that was the end of it. The skeleton soon crumbled under my hand.

“That movement just now.”

“Ah.”

“It was similar to mine, wasn’t it?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s face turned red.

“Is that not allowed?”

“No, it’s fine. I was just a bit surprised.”

Having someone watch and learn from me was not something I was accustomed to.

“Well, you’ve improved quite a bit.”

Although still clumsy, it was a remarkable development compared to before when all he could do was stand awkwardly.

“Then, I’ll see you later, Boss.”

With those words, Han Seo-hyeon fell backward.

Ah, Han Seo-hyeon’s way of addressing me had completely settled on ‘Boss’. When I actually heard it, I thought it was a bit odd to be called ‘Boss’ by a seventeen-year-old kid, so I considered finding a different title, but there was nothing quite suitable.

The most natural title, ‘Hyung,’ had become a special word to Han Seo-hyeon.

Every time he uttered the word ‘Hyung,’ his already dark face would become even darker, to the point where a flashlight would be needed.

I approached the bars and spoke to Kim Jae-ho in a friendly manner.

“Hey, Kim Jae-ho. Aren’t you hungry?”

At my words, Rey intervened.


━When did you say you’d approach him with actions?

“But if I don’t at least talk to him like this, Jae-ho won’t even look at me.”

━Suddenly, what’s with that disgusting remark?

Does he not know this quip? Well, we’re from different dimensions, after all. I fake-coughed inwardly and whispered to Rey as if making an excuse.

“Now that he knows I won’t harm him, it’s time to build some affection.”

Kim Jae-ho can understand my words. He just doesn’t respond in human language. Or perhaps he can’t.

Even now, he wasn’t attentively listening to my words with vigilant eyes… but rather picking dirt from his claws.

━It doesn’t seem like he’s listening at all.

“Still, if I keep talking to him like this, won’t a few words get through?”

━At this rate, when will that happen?

“Someday, I guess.”

And that someday came sooner than expected.

* * *

Having roughly gathered information about skeletons, I naturally shifted my interest to Han Seo-hyeon’s other summons.

“Now summon the mice and that bird.”

Han Seo-hyeon confidently summoned the mice. While he had known almost nothing about the skeleton, he handled the mice and bird reasonably well.

“I’m confident in gathering information.”

Well, he had tracked me down and identified my location using them, after all.

He was far more capable than the Awakener Crimes Team, at least.

While I had expected mice to be disgusting, Han Seo-hyeon’s summons were rather cute, resembling hamsters more than the typical rodent image. Their eyes weren’t completely lifeless either, giving them a bright, lively look – quite adorable for undead mice.


“Do they have names?”

“It’s Rat.”

“…”

At my gaze, Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly added:

“I, I was planning to give them proper names later, once I could summon better ones.”

“Really?”

“Yes, I’ll give them the coolest names in the world!”

I was at a loss for words. As he rambled on, I felt a piercing gaze from somewhere.

Kim Jae-ho had pressed himself against the iron bars, his oppressive stare fixated on us.

“Yeesh, you startled me!”

I let out that exclamation without realizing it. At my shout, Han Seo-hyeon also flinched.

“What are you staring at so intently?”

Following Kim Jae-ho’s gaze, I looked towards Han Seo-hyeon’s palm where the mouse sat.

“Are you curious about the mouse?”

As soon as I addressed Kim Jae-ho like that, Han Seo-hyeon leapt up from where he sat.

“No way.”

Not stopping there, Han Seo-hyeon swiftly hid his mouse behind his back.

“Don’t worry, I won’t give it to him.”

“H-he’s still glaring like that!”

As Han Seo-hyeon said, Kim Jae-ho’s gaze remained locked not on Han Seo-hyeon, but on the hidden mouse. Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s rolling eyes follow Han Seo-hyeon’s every movement, I stepped between them and tried placating Kim Jae-ho:

“Hey now, Jae-ho. This isn’t something to eat. Even if you hurt it, it was already hurt long ago. Hm? You understand, right? If you try eating that, you’ll die. Stay, stay.”

Wait, did he just look at me with utterly pitying eyes? Since when could Kim Jae-ho make such an expression?

I shrugged.

“Jae-ho understands.”

“He clearly doesn’t!”

Han Seo-hyeon, terrified, sent the mouse far away. In response, Kim Jae-ho seemed disappointed, immediately slouching his shoulders.

“I guess he didn’t want to eat it after all. Seo-hyeon-ah, summon the mouse again.”

“Why me?”

“Just do it, but don’t go too close. Summon it again.”

Cautiously, Han Seo-hyeon placed the mouse back on his palm.

As the mouse reappeared, Kim Jae-ho pressed himself against the bars once more, intently watching the mouse. He stared at it so eagerly, his eyes were practically sparkling.

“He doesn’t seem like he’ll attack it.”

Rather, might he actually like it? 

Come to think of it, the future Kim Jae-ho did have an unusual fondness for small, shiny things. He had even collected the discarded candy wrappers I had given him. While Rat wasn’t exactly shiny, it was small and cute.

“Wouldn’t you just be able to revive it even if it died?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed in alarm:

“Severe damage is problematic. Plus, it’s difficult to revive a corpse that has already died once. It drains a lot of mana.”

“But why not try trusting him this once?”

“F-fine.”

With a sigh, Han Seo-hyeon reluctantly moved the mouse closer to the cage. Kim Jae-ho carefully extended his finger towards the mouse.

“Move it a bit closer.”

Grudgingly, Han Seo-hyeon flicked his finger forward. Following that motion, the mouse climbed onto Kim Jae-ho’s finger.

Kim Jae-ho stared intently at the mouse sitting on his palm, as if marveling at its novelty. Seeing him gently stroke the mouse with his finger, as if caressing something fragile, it wasn’t an unpleasant sight.

“If I had known this would happen, I should have bought him a teddy bear too.”

“I suppose so.”

Watching Kim Jae-ho hide the mouse behind his back, as if afraid it might be snatched away, I couldn’t help but chuckle.

* * *

After that day, Kim Jae-ho doted on the mouse. It was bewildering to see him share his food with the already deceased mouse, but it was still a relief that he had found something to attach himself to.

At that moment, Ray’s boisterous voice resounded in my mind.

—Oh! I’ve got a great idea, a great idea!

“What now?”

—Let’s go somewhere quiet to discuss it.

Unlike before, it seemed Ray intended to share something important with me this time.

Reluctantly, I followed Ray’s instruction to a secluded area.

“If you’ve just summoned me for more pointless lecturing…”

—Why must you sound so aggrieved? It’s all for your own benefit.

“Anyway, what was the reason you called me here?”

—While assisting that other fellow’s training is important, isn’t strengthening yourself the top priority?

I shrugged at Ray’s words.

“I’ve been continuing my training as well. The fundamental issue is not that.”

No matter how hard I push, I can’t progress faster than the predetermined limit on my mana capacity – like a car that can’t exceed its maximum speed no matter how hard you floor the accelerator.

No matter how well I could control it, what use was that when the amount of mana contained within me was so lacking?

—Then you could borrow the power of artifacts, couldn’t you?

“Easier said than done. Items that increase one’s mana capacity are extremely rare, you know. To obtain such a panacea would likely take years.”

As Ray mentioned, methods to enhance one’s innate mana reserves did exist – consumables akin to the elixirs found in martial arts novels that increased mana upon ingestion. But those were items that only appeared in top SS-rank gates or higher. The earliest one I knew of wouldn’t surface for at least two more years.

—I wasn’t referring to that. What about using mana stones instead?

“Mana stones?”

Mana stones couldn’t be used to enhance a person’s mana reserves. Only artifacts could harness the mana contained within mana stones, as they were the only objects capable of inscribing mana circuits to interface with that mana. But engraving mana circuits onto a human body was…

Ah! I immediately realized it.

“You mentioned my body has countless mana circuits engraved upon it.”

Like an artifact, in other words. If I utilized the circuits etched into my body, it might be possible to accept mana from mana stones.

“Could this actually work?”

What I currently lacked most was firepower.

Theoretically, I could wield all attributes of mana, in other words, all attribute-based talents. But despite that, the reason I was so weak was due to my severely lacking mana reserves, my mana capacity.

However, to make use of mana stones, I would first need an artifact to channel that mana into my body.

I immediately called Professor Geum.

“Would it be possible for you to craft artifacts as well?”

[Simple ones, perhaps, but… Is this a hobby of yours?]

“Or if you could introduce me to an artisan…”

I was about to say that when Ray cut me off:

—I think I can handle it. All I need are some basic tools and a workspace.

Changing my words based on Ray’s suggestion, I said:

“No, do you have a workshop I could use? Somewhere away from prying eyes would be preferable.”

[Sure, come to my place.]

“Your place?”

[Yes! I mentioned having hobbies like crafting various things, didn’t I? I set up a basic workshop ages ago. The facilities are decent.]

Well, considering Professor Geum’s wealth, the facilities would likely be good, but… Was it really okay for me to visit his home?

[I happen to be alone right now!]

Just because a man in his thirties said he was alone didn’t make it appealing at all! But I already knew the only response I could give.

“I’ll be right over.”
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On a dark night when even the moon hid behind the clouds, a coldly handsome man was tilting his glass of liquor.

His name was Seol Rok-jin.

According to Kang Yi-sin, he was the seed of evil that would one day bring ruin to this world.

Seol Rok-jin’s mind was rather complicated.

Since becoming aware of his abilities, Seol Rok-jin’s life had progressed ridiculously smoothly. It was the ability to ‘brainwash’ others, nothing more. Everything unfolded according to Seol Rok-jin’s thoughts.

At least, until that day of humiliation on the island near Yeongjong-do.

‘Just what was that guy?’

Was there something special about that mask? No, it didn’t matter if the mask had blocked him. Whether the mask blocked him or not, the fact remained that the man had been prepared to stop Seol Rok-jin.

While pretending it was coincidence, Seol Rok-jin had sensed it in the man’s voice.

That this had all been part of his plan.

‘Otherwise, there was no way he would have tried to stop me alone.’

He had separated his companions beforehand to prevent them from being brainwashed.

Until then, no one had ever noticed Seol Rok-jin’s abilities. Anyone who witnessed his pupils turning yellow had fallen under his brainwashing, becoming his words.

Seol Rok-jin had used his abilities to rise to this position. And he had intended to climb even higher, to obtain even more.

There was the downside that once the brainwashing wore off, the victim either became an idiot or mentally deranged, but Seol Rok-jin didn’t care.

They were just pieces after all. Pieces to be used and discarded.

In Seol Rok-jin’s eyes, everyone appeared as chess pieces. Each with their own assigned value. That one was a precious piece, unusable for trivial tasks. This one had no value, to be used and discarded as needed.

This world was a chessboard, and everything proceeded according to Seol Rok-jin’s desires.

But for the first time, a piece had appeared that didn’t follow his intentions.

And that piece had completely derailed Seol Rok-jin’s plans. Unlike the gate incident where a hiccup didn’t matter much.


Failing to secure Baek Do-san would be troublesome in many ways.

Unlike other criminal organizations devoured by the so-called ‘villains’ after awakeners appeared, the Black Panther organization founded by Baek Bom-jin, Baek Do-san’s grandfather, had reorganized into the current ‘Black Shadow’ organization and survived. No, it was more than just surviving.

With unfathomable skill, the ‘Black Shadow’ had truly infiltrated the shadows of this nation, completely dominating the Korean underworld.

Swallowing Baek Do-san meant having the power to even devour that organization itself.

No matter how powerful Seol Rok-jin was, he couldn’t control that underworld alone.

The only person he could completely turn into his puppet through brainwashing was one. The rest would be freed from the brainwashing once out of his sight.

Therefore, Seol Rok-jin was carefully considering who to make his personal marionette. It was a skill with a six-month cooldown period.

Baek Do-san had been the most suitable candidate to become Seol Rok-jin’s queen piece.

Yet that queen had been snatched away.

Seol Rok-jin gazed beyond his desk. The figure wearing that ridiculous mask wavered like a mirage.

“Fine, I lost this round.”

While his identity had been completely exposed, he knew nothing about his enemy except his name.

It was Seol Rok-jin’s complete defeat.

To the extent that he had burned that ill-fated mask vividly into his mind.

But it was fortunate, in a way.

“The next game will be different.”

After all, there were still many pieces in this world for Seol Rok-jin to make his own.

* * *

“So it seems I’ll need to be away for a few days.”

Upon hearing the circumstances, Han Seo-hyeon looked slightly uneasy.


“You’ll be back, right?”

“Oh, of course.”

Having lost his brother not too long ago, Han Seo-hyeon seemed quite anxious. As I finished packing my belongings to depart, Han Seo-hyeon took something out of his pocket and handed it to me.

“Take this with you.”

It was the mouse Rat that Kim Jae-ho had been so attached to.

He was openly telling me to take a surveillance agent. I nodded and accepted Rat. Even if it was a dead mouse, it was still rather cute.

“But don’t monitor me too closely.”

“Yes, just contact me through it if there’s any danger. I’ll set it up so a signal reaches me when you call my name.”

“Got it.”

Having someone worry about me was still a rather pleasant feeling.

Professor Geum’s residence was extravagant – a massive three-story mansion. And to even approach the mansion, one had to pass through three layers of security.

The security was so stringent that even with him directly opening it from the inside, it still took a full ten minutes to clear it all.

While impressive, I couldn’t help thinking, ‘Does he really go through this every time he leaves or returns?’

Finally setting foot inside Professor Geum’s mansion, I was utterly awestruck by the sheer grandeur.

Everything visible had been made from monster materials. It was practically a house built from gold.

Since I had never visited Professor Geum’s residence in my previous life, I was just learning how wealthy he truly was.

The guilt I had accumulated from constantly leeching off him gradually lightened.

—You seem to lack quite a conscience.

‘If these capitalist bourgeois pigs had simply shared their wealth with the impoverished working class, the world would be far better.’

Suddenly, I felt a surge of hot, red blood coursing through my veins.


—Isn’t blood always red?

‘What’s making my blood run red now isn’t hemoglobin. It’s the burning spirit of the proletariat.’

—You’re saying strange things again.

Rather than waste my breath explaining my noble intentions to the uncomprehending Ray, I instead focused on observing Professor Geum’s residence.

The Professor, who had opened the door to greet me, extended his hand welcomingly.

“Oh, you’re here!”

“Yes.”

I smiled brightly at his hospitality.

While I hadn’t particularly disliked Professor Geum before, it was still better to stay on good terms with the wealthy.

“Your timing is perfect. The mask is completed. I received help from an acquaintance.”

I examined the mask Professor Geum handed me.

“Whoa, is this a hologram?”

“Yeah. Looks quite realistic, doesn’t it?”

What Professor Geum had given me wasn’t just an ordinary mask. Utilizing holograms and nanoparticles, it could incredibly recreate the face of another person. While the hologram sheen might be noticeable up close in bright conditions, in dim lighting it was indistinguishable from the real thing.

“I couldn’t replicate the texture, but this level of quality is quite decent, isn’t it?”

“It’s more than just decent.”

Of course, being limited to just a mask form, proper utilization would require wearing a hood or staying in the shadows. But it was truly remarkable nonetheless.

Even my future self had never conceived of such a thing.

“For now, I’ve incorporated basic samples of a few individuals, so you can cycle through them as needed. Ah, and since they’re already deceased, you don’t need to worry about identity fraud.”

As Professor Geum said this while waving his hand, his face looked unnecessarily cheerful.

As expected, this man was no ordinary human, having associated with the likes of Baek Do-san.

“More data can be added later on as well.”

“How would I go about adding data?”

I asked with the intention of including Seol Rok-jin’s face, but upon hearing the process, it seemed difficult. Apparently, samples of various expressions needed to be captured in simulators while the person was still alive.

Hmm, I should probably avoid asking how the current samples were obtained.

Professor Geum said he would provide this to me for free.

“You’re just giving this to me?”

In a world where even cloaks that simply copied the surrounding environment cost tens of millions of won.

Recreating such an intricate hologram must have required exorbitantly expensive materials. And it was free?

“Well, it was fun making it, so it’s fine.”

Truly a wealthy man. I take back mentally calling him a capitalist pig bourgeois earlier – he was the embodiment of noblesse oblige.

“Not that I’m asking for a fee, but I’ve been immensely curious about what you plan to create today. Care to share?”

“Can I tell you after completing it? To be honest, I’m not even sure if it will work or not.”

—It will work!

While Ray was confident, I remained doubtful. What if I claimed I would make something incredible, only for it to fail? I would just embarrass myself.

So I decided to postpone my answer for now.

“Alright, show me to your workshop then.”

“Oh.”

Looking around Professor Geum’s workshop, I was astonished.

He had simply called it a hobby, but even accomplished artisans would have difficulty possessing such facilities.

An immense amount of money, effort and time had clearly been poured into this.

Bookshelves crammed with various polishing agents and chemicals, walls lined with all manner of tools.

Especially notable was the furnace embedded with a massive mana stone, radiating intense heat.

“This could melt pretty much anything, couldn’t it?”

“Yes. Cost me a fortune.”

“I should at least pay a usage fee.”

While Professor Geum offered me free use of the workshop, the facilities were too impressive to use for nothing.

“Haha! Just show me what you’ve made later, and we’ll call it even.”

Those words only increased the burden I felt.

‘I really need to make something incredible.’

—He said incredible!

“Then feel free to use any of the materials here!”

Leaving those words behind, Professor Geum departed.

—Alright, let’s create something marvelous!

“I’ll do my best.”

—First, we need a mold. Are you any good at working with clay?

“I suppose I’ll find out.”

Following Ray’s instructions, I crafted two clay molds of identical size. Just making those two took three full hours.

—Your handiwork is truly lacking.

“I’m not an artisan! What were you expecting?”

Next, I used the mortar and pestle on the workbench to grind mana stones into powder, then gathered the iron ingots beside the furnace.

By melting the finely ground mana stones together with iron, a metal highly conductive to mana could be produced. This metal shimmered with a faint mist-like gleam, known as mithril.

In truth, mithril produced this way wasn’t particularly high-quality material. For crafting top-tier artifacts, using the remains of powerful monsters was ideal.

However, mithril had the advantage of being easily workable. By pouring the molten liquid into molds, the desired shape could be immediately formed, utilizing the metal’s heat malleability.

I poured the molten mithril into the molds.

The intense heat flushed my cheeks, but by converting my internal mana into fire resistance, I could withstand it.

After some time had passed, I separated the molds, and two 9-10cm wide cylindrical metal ingots dropped squarely before me.

“Hmm, these sort of resemble medieval shackles criminals would wear, don’t they?”

—Whose fault is it that your skill can only produce such results?

The design didn’t matter, as long as it functioned properly. I had crafted two of them to be worn on both arms simultaneously, allowing mana intake from both sides.

After roughly smoothing the protruding sections, I addressed Ray.

“It seems the basic casting is done, so could you take over now?”

—To think I have to engrave mana circuits onto these crude things. What a waste of my time.

Ray clicked his tongue, dissatisfied with the results, but had no other choice.

—Let me borrow some of your mana for a moment.

Just as he had freely utilized my mana in the labyrinth, Ray began siphoning it away.

And delicate mana circuits began etching themselves onto the bracelets.

—Watch closely as I inscribe these initial lines. This mana circuit will serve to connect the mana stones and artifacts.

Perhaps in preparation for when I would craft artifacts myself in the future, Ray provided quite detailed explanations.

I committed every circuit he detailed to memory without missing a single part.
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There were a total of three mana circuits engraved by Ray. The first, as mentioned, was the circuit connecting the mana stones and artifacts. The second was the circuit extracting mana from the mana stones. And lastly, the circuit delivering that extracted mana to the artifact’s wearer.

While simple in explanation, engraving the intricate mana circuits with my meager mana was truly a battle of time and stamina.

Even borrowing Ray’s mental energy, my body became so exhausted it felt unbearable.

I took breaks, lying down in between.

Just dividing the mana circuits across the two bracelets took two full days. If Professor Geum hadn’t nagged me intermittently to eat, I might have lost track of time completely.

With the mana circuit engraving complete, all that remained was creating the space for the mana stones, and it would be finished.

Originally, I had planned to make holes for the mana stones to be inserted.

However, mana stones varied in size. Especially if they were meant as consumable charges, making holes tailored to each stone was impossible.

Which was why I thought it better to use powdered mana stones instead, despite some mana loss.

I needed to create a space for the mana stone powder. I planned to treat most of that area with iron, while finishing the middle to the end with reinforced glass so the remaining mana stone amount could be visually checked.

This process also took quite some time.

But once the shimmering reinforced glass was fitted, it gave off a rather decent appearance.

While my lacking metalworking skills resulted in slightly excessive thickness, the meticulous finishing lent an aura of quality.

I had briefly considered engraving decorative patterns, but Ray vehemently objected, so I canceled that idea.

The final bracelet product could be described in a positive light as simple. In a negative light, however…

—It looks crude.

Yes, it was crude.

“But for a first attempt, isn’t this pretty good?”

While the design was lacking, fortunately the bracelets fit my arms smoothly.

I called out to the window that had appeared before me:


“Got it!”

=====

Mana Assist Bracelet / C-Grade

—–

Accessory · Auxiliary

A mana assist bracelet crafted by an amateur’s clumsy hands.

Transmits the mana within charged mana stones in the charging chamber to the wearer.

=====

‘Clumsy hands,’ it said. I had put in quite an effort, you know?

But the very fact that this notification window appeared meant the item was being recognized as an artifact.

The artifact’s description was excessively concise. Wouldn’t it have been better if it explained the output level or remaining mana amount?

This was why personal artifact workshops were always built adjacent to training grounds. To truly grasp an artifact’s full capabilities, one had to put it through its paces.

Countless mana circuits had been engraved upon my body. According to Ray’s explanation, this allowed me to utilize my own body as an artifact without needing additional mana circuits.

“Though I’m not sure if that will actually work.”

After completing the bracelets, a whole day had already passed. Only then did I hear the growling of my famished stomach.

I supposed I would have to test it out later.

That evening’s meal was pig’s trotters and Korean-style wrapped ssam.

It had been so long since I had ordered delivery food that I practically drooled as I ravenously devoured it.

“Couldn’t even eat a proper meal, could you?”

Clicking his tongue at my appearance, Professor Geum nonetheless slid the meat plate closer to me.


“So what did you end up making in there?”

“Even if I tell you, this is for my personal use, so others can’t utilize it.”

“I’m just curious.”

As promised, I explained to Professor Geum about the artifact I had created.

“It allows me to harness the mana contained within mana stones.”

“Is that possible?”

“For me, yes. I did say it was for my personal use.”

I explained what exactly the artifact I had made was. Despite my amateurish explanation, Professor Geum, grasping the core concept, spoke with an astonished expression:

“Huh, that’s insane. For awakeners, your mana circuits are determined by your talents, right? To activate a mana stone’s mana, you need specific mana circuits.”

I nodded. I deliberately remained silent, as providing further details would require explaining about my own body as well.

“Though I suppose you didn’t go through such arduous efforts just to commit suicide.”

Having witnessed my process, Professor Geum seemed to understand.

“I had considered copying it if possible, but I definitely can’t now.”

Curious my ass. He had intended to steal the idea!

Well, I had been suspicious ever since he so readily offered the use of his workshop.

“Just kidding, just kidding.”

Professor Geum quickly added that, but I didn’t fully trust him.

“Since you’re here, should I give you something else you need?”

At those words, my eyes lit up. There was no need to refuse what was being offered.

“Actually, there was something I needed.”


I had considered stopping by the black market on the way, but if it was being given for free, why refuse?

“You should learn to decline sometimes.”

Professor Geum said that as if he was truly fed up, but only those without need would decline such an offer.

From Professor Geum, I was able to obtain a couple of artifacts that would be immediately useful for Han Seo-hyeon.

As I headed home with a light step, a toy store caught my eye.

“Hmm.”

Still, Kim Jae-ho was part of our team too. If I only bought gifts for Han Seo-hyeon, would he feel left out? Not that I knew if he even had the cognitive capacity for that, but it still felt improper somehow.

—You’re really thinking of going in there?

Although Ray was appalled, I strode right in.

“I’ll take one of your large teddy bears here.”

No, since he liked mice, should I get a mouse instead? But while small mice were cute, wouldn’t large ones be a bit unsettling? Or maybe that rabbit in the corner?

—Why are you even agonizing over such things!

‘Be quiet! You’re distracting me!’

Ah, my inner monologue was being disturbed. If we’re comrades, then be quiet like comrades!

* * *

“What is that stuffed animal?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I looked at the massive teddy bear tucked under my arm.

“It’s for Jae-ho.”

“You think he’ll like something like that?”

Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue as he looked at me. But despite his cold reaction, Kim Jae-ho seemed to really like that teddy bear. Immensely so.

Kim Jae-ho clung to the teddy bear, showing no signs of letting go.

‘Kill me.’

It felt like I heard a voice from the painfully stuffed toy.

“Well, I’m glad if you like it.”

Whether it was effective plush therapy or not, Kim Jae-ho’s condition had been quite good lately. One could even say he had become rather cooperative. Whenever I spoke to him, he would subtly react, and at times he would even move his body in accordance with our requests, behaving more obediently.

Still, it wasn’t to the point of being able to release him from the iron cage yet, but if time passed like this, it might be worth trying at least once.

“Ah, and this is for you.”

I handed Han Seo-hyeon a shopping bag.

“What’s this?”

“Your clothes.”

While I had lent him my clothes, the difference in our builds made him look rather unsightly, like a kid wearing his older brother’s hand-me-downs (come to think of it, that wasn’t entirely inaccurate).

I couldn’t have a growing teenager dressed like that.

So while I was out, I bought Han Seo-hyeon a whole new wardrobe.

“But they’re all black.”

“We’re a criminal organization, aren’t we? Bright colors would be a bit much.”

At my words, Ray grumbled inside.

—Didn’t you just call him a growing teenager?

‘What of it?’

Moreover, for the sake of Han Seo-hyeon’s growing stage, I had also stocked up on various supplements.

“These are all good for awakeners. This one is supposed to improve brain function, this is for concentration, and this enhances physical stamina.”

I had bought these after overhearing discussions among mothers of exam students at the department store. While he would never attend the academy or take the college entrance exam, I still wanted to provide supplements that those students consumed.

Seeing this, Han Seo-hyeon lowered his head.

“Why that reaction?”

“It just reminded me of my time at the academy. Back then, I never received things like this.”

The academy Han Seo-hyeon had attended seemed quite discriminatory. Well, considering they had demanded tuition fees for practice materials, it was hardly surprising. This resulted in a significant divide between the well-off students and the underprivileged.

Those from poorer backgrounds couldn’t even lay eyes on such items.

Truth be told, I had been in the same boat, though I never showed it. At the academy, I was always the outcast. Jeong Ho-san had tried sharing his belongings, but for some reason, my pride was hurt, so I had always declined, feigning disinterest.

But perhaps I too had secretly wished for someone to look out for me like this.

As if overwhelmed by melancholy, the corners of Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes reddened.

“From now on, don’t worry. This boss can buy as many of these as needed.”

“Are you really that wealthy?”

Well, I had essentially pilfered it all from Professor Geum, but still. I gave a vague nod. Children shouldn’t grow up worrying about money.

“Thank you.”

It was a rare childlike moment.

“Ah, and this too.”

In fact, this had been the main intention.

I handed Han Seo-hyeon two bracelets. Unlike the medieval shackle-like bracelets I had made, these were quite prettily designed. Because I hadn’t made them.

“What are these?”

“Artifacts. Read the descriptions yourself.”

The two bracelets I gave Han Seo-hyeon served different purposes – one functioned as a communicator to contact me from anywhere, while the other was a protective artifact that could deploy a shield around the vicinity by inputting mana.

Once again, Han Seo-hyeon lowered his head with a touched expression.

Patting his shoulder a few times to indicate no thanks were necessary, I noticed Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes widen as he spotted something glinting on my wrist.

“What’s that shiny thing? Did you get an artifact too, Boss?”

“Ah, this is something I made this time. I mentioned using the workshop, right?”

I raised the bracelet closer for Han Seo-hyeon to see. Pointing to the shimmering powder within the reinforced glass, I explained:

“This is mana stone powder.”

“Mana stone powder?”

“Yeah, it draws the mana contained in these mana stones into my body.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open.

“Is that possible?”

“Yeah, let me show you. They say seeing is believing, and I need some practice too before utilizing it in actual combat.”

Having been unable to properly test it, I was quite curious about the output as well. As I channeled mana into the artifact, the mana stone powder within the bracelets immediately began resonating with my mana.

The amount of mana I could wield instantly increased tremendously.

To an extent I could barely handle.

Huh? This is…

“Wa-wait!”

Simultaneous to my shout, my body was thrust backwards like a rocket.

“B-Boss!”

Only after tumbling several revolutions across the dirt ground could I finally halt my momentum.

Ughh, spinning. Spinning.

“Are, are you okay?”

From that distance, Han Seo-hyeon came running towards me. Waving my hand to indicate I was fine, I said:

“This output is good, b-but yeah, I need some practice.”

Quite a lot of practice, in fact.
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Upon standing up, my entire body was covered in wounds. The torn flesh stung. But at least there didn’t seem to be any broken bones. Some bruising would likely occur, but considering the tumbling on the ground, my condition was decent. The issue was that the flesh around the bracelets had been seared, as if crushed by intense heat.

“Ah, I see.”

Using iron must have been the problem. My body couldn’t withstand the momentary heat expelled from the rapidly heated bracelets. Blisters had formed and burst, leaving both my arms in tatters.

“Wh-what is all this!”

While Han Seo-hyeon freaked out, I didn’t consider it a big deal.

Though painful, I could quickly heal such superficial flesh wounds. By channeling mana for bodily recovery, the wounds visibly mended.

“Hieek!”

Seeing the wounds healing, Han Seo-hyeon looked at me like a monster again. But unlike the other wounds that healed seamlessly, the burned areas showed no signs of recovering.

Perhaps it was because the surrounding tissues had all died? Mere recovery might not be enough.

—That’s right, you imbecile! Burns can’t be healed through recovery alone. Unless you plan to fully regenerate, the cells needed to assist recovery have already been destroyed, so new flesh won’t grow!

‘So if I regenerate, it’ll be fine, right?’

—You just expended all the mana in your body, didn’t you? If you try using the bracelet’s mana again…

‘I’ll get burned again, is what you’re saying.’

—Exactly. So just wait for your body to recover first. Once your mana replenishes, we can treat those arms.

But I wanted to tinker with these bracelets as soon as possible.

‘What if I imbue fire resistance in advance before drawing in mana?’

—You imbecilic fool!

Just as I was about to imbue fire resistance and draw upon the bracelet’s mana again:

“What are you trying to do now?”

Han Seo-hyeon glared at me with terrifying eyes.


“Well, I was going to experiment some more.”

“Look at your arms! The wounds haven’t even fully healed yet, and you want to do that again?”

“If I imbue fire resistance first, it should be fi- Aack! What are you doing?”

Before I could finish, Han Seo-hyeon pinched my arm, causing me to leap up from where I sat.

“I was just testing if you’d lost all sensation.”

“Of course it hurts, I’m human too.”

Han Seo-hyeon silently glared at me.

‘The dignity of a boss…’

Still, he was only concerned for me, so it felt a bit excessive to brush him off completely.

“Don’t worry, I won’t be so reckless again.”

“I’ll go make dinner.”

Leaving an unspoken warning with that gaze, Han Seo-hyeon headed towards the tent.

—You’re being utterly foolish. Yet he conveyed what I wanted to say. Your body is the only one you have! So take special care of it. While you have many mana circuits engraved, your bodily durability is no greater or lesser than an average awakener’s. You always seem to forget that.

It was all true.

—Moreover, if you imbue fire resistance, you won’t be able to use any other abilities.

“Huh?”

—Didn’t I say you only have two mana circuit strokes to utilize? One stroke to receive mana from the artifact’s circuits. And one stroke for other abilities. You can only use two abilities at once.

“Ahh, I see.”

So the limit of talents I could simultaneously use was a combined two strokes.

“Come to think of it, I could divide those two strokes as well, couldn’t I?”


—Correct. You can either fully invest in a single talent or divide them like this. But the more you divide them, the harder it will be to control.

I still didn’t fully understand all the mana circuits engraved within my body. The concepts of ‘one stroke’ or ‘two strokes’ were just vague senses for now.

Perhaps through further observation and familiarization, I might be able to ‘visualize’ it somehow.

In any case, if I could increase those ‘stroke’ counts to simultaneously wield all the talents imbued within these countless mana circuits…

Could I become a true cheat character?

But as Ray said, the more I divided them, the harder control became – that much was true.

Unlike the mana bracelet augmented by the artifact and Ray’s calculations, simultaneously using other talents caused an immediate splitting headache.

The maximum number of talents I could currently use simultaneously was limited to two.

It was akin to writing an English diary with my right hand while solving complex math problems with my left.

However, I had no intention of abandoning this ability. The sheer cheat-like potential of wielding two talents at once was self-evident, without needing further thought.

—You’ll gradually become more comfortable through extensive practice.

I had no choice but to trust Ray’s words on this.

In any case, I spent that entire evening testing out the bracelets.

‘It seems the maximum output I can sustain without overburdening my body is around 30%.’

If I considered the mana contained within the fully charged mana stone bracelets as 100% output, the amount I could safely wield at once was around 30%.

Of course, if I was willing to damage my body, I could force out even higher outputs.

But then my body might just explode.

Regardless, these bracelets had significantly increased the combat capabilities of our team. More precisely, my own combat abilities as Kang Yi-sin.

As long as I maintained a steady supply of mana stone powder, I could potentially engage in prolonged combat without suffering from mana depletion.

Provided my mental fortitude and physical stamina held out, I could continuously unleash firepower for hours on end.


—You’ll simply endure better than others, but the more you use it, the more fatigue will accumulate in your body. It won’t go as smoothly as you envision. As I mentioned earlier, your body is the only one you have! It could collapse from the inside.

Although Ray warned me, I brushed it aside, feeling so upbeat I nearly hummed a tune.

Ah, so this is pay-to-win!

But the excitement was short-lived. I picked up a stick, sat on the ground, and pondered deeply.

With increased combat power, I needed to consider what to do with these new capabilities.

I wrote down the names of our three team members:

Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, and myself.

Han Seo-hyeon was still far too lacking to field in actual combat. But he could prove useful in other ways.

First, his exceptional information gathering abilities. And the hidden card of his summons and personal space. Han Seo-hyeon’s position was clearly here.

Han Seo-hyeon = Supporter.

If I deployed Kim Jae-ho as the combatant, with me as the brain and leader, it would form a perfect three-person team system.

But I glanced at the iron cage imprisoning Kim Jae-ho. While he clung tightly to the teddy bear I had bought him, even while asleep, it was still too soon to consider him as part of our combat strength.

I erased Kim Jae-ho’s name from the ground and wrote my own beside it instead.

Kim Jae-ho Kang Yi-sin = Combatant, Leader, Brain.

This meant I had to handle everything.

‘My original plan was to gather talented individuals and then leech off them from behind.’

Until we had a proper team assembled, I had no choice.

Converting my current strength to the hunter ranking system, I estimated I would be around 5-Circles at least. Using various underhanded tactics, I could potentially handle up to 6-Circles. But only if I didn’t confront them directly, of course.

‘If I disregarded bodily damage and unleashed full firepower…’

Momentarily, I could engage two 6-Circle opponents at once.

Of course, an extensive recovery period would be needed afterward. But it was still tremendous progress.

Obtaining Ray had truly been an immense stroke of fortune.

Alright, I could accelerate my plans considerably.

—Did you have some kind of plan in mind?

‘Originally, I had intended to remain holed up here until winter. But it seems I can depart sooner than that.’

Conveniently, an auction was being held this month as well.

I gestured for Han Seo-hyeon to come over.

“What now?”

Having constantly tasked him with work every time I saw him recently, his attitude had become slightly uncooperative.

“I thought we could take on a job you might enjoy.”

“Like the last time you said that and gave me the ‘honor’ of personally building the bathroom?”

“No, I’m serious this time.”

With a roll of his eyes, Han Seo-hyeon took a seat.

“There’s an auction coming up soon.”

“An auction?”

Recently, three high-level gates had been conquered.

One was the ‘Fire Dragon’s Nest’ cleared by Sirius, considered Korea’s top guild. The second was the ‘Labyrinth of Orpheus’ conquered by the Crimson Hound guild.

Unfortunately, the spoils obtained from those two conquests wouldn’t appear at the auction – at most, minor scraps. The truly precious items would have been consumed within the guilds themselves.

However, the third dungeon conquered last:

The AAA-rank ‘Village of Vampires’ had seen a staggering three major guilds participate, along with over ten smaller guilds. While minor items were likely divided based on contribution, the greatest treasures would surely be put up for auction.

The proceeds from the auction sales would be used to distribute profit shares among the participating groups.

“Yes, an auction. Hunters, those obscenely wealthy individuals – they’ll all flock there. There’s no better place for us to make our debut.”

“Debut?”

“That’s right, I already told you. We’re destined to become formidable villains.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon gulped hard.

“If we handle this mission well, all of Korea will come to know us.”

As it was an auction, all sorts of bizarre items would appear. While I didn’t have any specific recollection of what would be offered at this particular auction, having been an AAA-rank gate, something extraordinary was bound to surface, wasn’t there?

Not that my imperfect memory mattered.

Didn’t we have an exceptional information specialist on our side?

“You said you were confident in gathering information, didn’t you?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes gleamed.

“Yes!”

“Then dig up everything you can about that auction.”

* * *

“What about Jae-ho during this operation?”

Ah, there was this issue. While I could have left Kim Jae-ho under Han Seo-hyeon’s care when crafting artifacts, this plan required Han Seo-hyeon’s involvement as well.

If left unattended for days, Kim Jae-ho might starve to death.

“Should we hire a pet sitter?”

“You can’t be serious?”

“Of course I’m joking.”

I had considered calling Professor Geum, but he wasn’t the type to look after others. Moreover, Kim Jae-ho was extremely wary of unfamiliar people.

Hmm, I had no choice.

I stood before the iron cage and placed my hand on the locking mechanism at the entrance.

“Wh-what are you doing! You’re trying to open it?”

Even Han Seo-hyeon, who had spent considerable time with Kim Jae-ho, seemed to think this was insane.

“You said it yourself – we can’t keep Jae-ho confined here forever. And you know, it’s ridiculous to claim we want to become closer while locking him up like this.”

It would be impossible to truly connect with Kim Jae-ho as long as this iron cage remained.

So I would release him, just this once.

If Kim Jae-ho went berserk, I could activate the collar he wore or use sedatives.

I was preparing for the worst-case scenario, of course.

Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

Looking at Kim Jae-ho glaring at me from the corner, I spoke:

“I know you don’t want to stay in there forever either.”

“…”

No response.

But I believed my words would reach him. His gaze towards me had undoubtedly wavered.

“If you want to live like a human again, you need to come out of there. You know that, don’t you?”

Until now, Kim Jae-ho had been nothing more than a ‘dog’ we were raising. Rather than a pet, his state was more akin to livestock.

If he wanted to become our comrade, to regain his freedom, he had to walk out of this cage himself.

“If you want to remain a dog, you can stay there. But if you want to live as Kim Jae-ho again, you need to step out on your own two feet.”

After swinging the cage door open, I slowly retreated backwards.

At first, Kim Jae-ho only watched us with suspicious eyes, making no move to leave.

But finally, ever so slowly…

Kim Jae-ho began to move.

Having crawled out on all fours, he gradually raised his gaze upwards, an expression of disbelief at being outside the cage.

I wanted to help him stand upright, but it seemed too difficult.

Momentarily unsteady, he soon pushed off the ground and broke into a run. In an instant, he had passed between Han Seo-hyeon and myself, dashing forward like a wild beast.

“Huh!”

As Han Seo-hyeon gasped and looked to me, I immediately reached for the control device on Kim Jae-ho’s collar.

But…

My hand didn’t easily move towards that button.

“What are you doing! Hurry, hurry and press it!”

In response to Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I answered:

“Forcibly capture him? Only to repeat this whole process again? Locking him back in that cage and waiting once more.”

“But…”

“How long must we continue like that?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon could only open and close his mouth with a blank expression.

“But even so, we can’t just let him go like that…”

To the distressed Han Seo-hyeon creasing his brow, I gave a wry smile and said:

“It’s better than being forcibly confined by us.”

Entry into these mountains was prohibited for anyone. Perhaps Kim Jae-ho could somehow survive here. With physical abilities surpassing anyone else’s, he might just manage.

While Kim Jae-ho’s combat strength could be replaced by someone else, what would become of his own life?

“I can’t force him to stay against his will like that.”

Wanting Kim Jae-ho to remain with us had been my selfish desire.

I silently watched Kim Jae-ho’s retreating figure as he ran towards freedom.

This was likely the first ‘freedom’ Kim Jae-ho would experience in his life, and I had no intention of obstructing it.
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Kim Jae-ho closed his eyes. The chirping of birds in the distance, the warm sunlight tickling his eyelids, and the cozy stuffed animal he hugged to his chest – everything felt so wonderful.

This new owner was strange. He neither yelled nor struck Kim Jae-ho.

He didn’t torment Kim Jae-ho by demanding he use his abilities.

But Kim Jae-ho wouldn’t be deceived.

He wouldn’t make the mistake of trusting humans again, like that foolish self from before.

He wouldn’t become that fool again.

‘Hey.’

Calling out to him more affectionately than anyone else.

‘I hope you’re not in pain.’

Concerning himself over Kim Jae-ho unprompted.

‘I’m fine, don’t make that face.’

Foolishly sacrificing his life for Kim Jae-ho’s sake, just like that idiot.

Kim Jae-ho would not become like that fool. So he would pay no mind to this strange new owner, no matter how peculiar he acted.

An appetizing aroma tickled his nose. Kim Jae-ho reached out and grabbed the bowl. The salty, warm broth slid down his throat.

“Don’t just drink the soup, eat the rice and meat together too. Have some meat in between bites.”

Following the instructions from beside him, it tasted quite delicious.

After returning the empty bowl, Kim Jae-ho turned away before the owner could speak to him again.

As the retreating footsteps grew distant, someone whispered softly to Kim Jae-ho.

‘Doesn’t this person seem trustworthy?’

Kim Jae-ho pretended not to hear that whispering voice.


It was just an auditory hallucination.

There was no way he could be hearing the voice of that person, who had died long ago.

‘In my view, he doesn’t seem like a bad person.’

Desperately ignoring that voice echoing in his ears, Kim Jae-ho closed his eyes once more.

* * *

Kim Jae-ho blinked his eyes. Where was this? The hand he raised was tiny.

Ah, it was when he was young.

The dream had pulled Kim Jae-ho back into the past.

Before he could assess the situation, adults in white coats herded Kim Jae-ho and the other children together. After counting the children, the adults nodded and began leading them into a small room.

Donning a doctor’s gown, one adult deftly drew blood from the children and handed them pills.

“You must take these.”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho swallowed the pills. The child behind him did too. And the one after that. They all gulped down the pills.

Good children.

That’s what the adults said, and Kim Jae-ho nodded obediently. Yes, I’ve been good.

But as soon as the adult left, the boy next to Kim Jae-ho stuck his fingers down his throat.

“What are you doing?”

Despite Kim Jae-ho’s question, the boy didn’t stop, jabbing at his own throat. Kim Jae-ho grabbed his wrist, but the boy shook him off as if he were a nuisance.

Finally, after retching, the boy succeeded in expelling the slimy pills from within.

Upon seeing those pills, Kim Jae-ho’s face paled.

“Don’t.”


Without realizing it, he had blurted that out. We were supposed to take the pills. At Kim Jae-ho’s words, the boy creased his brow as if looking at an imbecile, then asked:

“Do you know what these are?”

“No.”

“If we take them, we’ll become dull and stupid. Do you know what those people intend to do with us?”

“No.”

“Sheesh.”

With that sigh, the boy spoke.

“We can’t take these. If you accidentally do, spit them out like this.”

“But we were told to obey…”

“If you want to live, listen to me.”

Cowed by the boy’s forceful tone, Kim Jae-ho found himself nodding without realizing it.

“Ah, right. My name is ■■.”

He had clearly known the boy’s name, but in the dream, it sounded like distorted noise.

“What’s your name?”

Kim Jae-ho couldn’t recall how he had responded then. That memory had also faded.

From that day onward, Kim Jae-ho stuck by that boy’s side. He would vomit out the pills as the boy instructed, eventually learning to hide them under his tongue before spitting them out later.

That boy was intelligent.

More intelligent than anyone else in that facility, it seemed.

It was around the time they turned ten years old.

From then on, the two of them received large injections about the size of a finger joint. While they could avoid the pills, the injections were unavoidable.


Not only were the injections painful when administered, but the aftermath was even worse.

Every night, their bodies would throb feverishly. Some nights brought a searing agony, as if glowing hot skewers were piercing their bodies. The bedsheets would be soaked through with their sweat every day.

“Damn them, what kind of drug did they give us?”

Every night, the boy would curse and tremble uncontrollably. Kim Jae-ho too would grit his teeth and endure the torment welling up from within.

The effects were undeniable. Two years after the injections began, these barely twelve-year-olds had gained physiques akin to adults.

Regrettably, there were also side effects. Unable to withstand the sudden growth, their skin would tear, and their overall durability weakened.

In severe cases, their bones would fracture from simply walking, their fingers would break just lifting a spoon. Those children were quarantined separately. The adults claimed they would provide special treatment, but…

To counteract the injection’s side effects, the children were given additional pills. Those pills carried even more severe side effects – children began losing their hair and teeth.

Whenever one issue arose, they would administer a different drug to address it, only for that new drug to create another problem.

The number of children rapidly dwindled each time.

Even amidst that, Kim Jae-ho and the boy somehow persevered.

Kim Jae-ho liked having that boy by his side, sharing in all this suffering together. So every night, he would pray. Pray that the boy wouldn’t leave like the other children. That he would absolutely survive and remain at Kim Jae-ho’s side.

One sleepless night amidst their torment, the boy spoke to Kim Jae-ho.

“I want to be free.”

“What’s free?”

“Um, being able to do as I wish.”

Kim Jae-ho found the boy’s words difficult to comprehend. Seeing his expression, the boy furrowed his brow in frustration, but soon gave up and continued:

“Not doing what you don’t want to, only doing what you do want. Going where you want to go, not going where you don’t want.”

Finally understanding, Kim Jae-ho said:

“I don’t want to be here.”

“Yes, but we’re trapped here, aren’t we? So we’re not free.”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho made a wish.

That both he and the boy could become free.

But how?

No way out was visible.

Time continued passing like that. Kim Jae-ho stuck out his tongue and looked at the boy.

“T-today she even pat, patted my head!”

“So what if she patted your head? I can pat you too.”

As Kim Jae-ho said that and ruffled the boy’s hair, he firmly stated:

“It’s different with you. She’s different.”

While claiming all the ‘adults’ here were evil, the boy insisted that woman alone was different.

The woman who had administered the body-crippling injections, yet still apologetically patted their heads. The woman who had always tried to secretly provide them with something extra, avoiding the eyes of others.

To be honest, even Kim Jae-ho had placed a bit of trust in that woman.

Because she was affectionate, the first to truly take care of him and the boy. Because she had apologized.

At first, Kim Jae-ho had resented that woman intruding between the two of them. But as time passed, he had gradually begun trusting her as well.

But that woman had betrayed the boy. Had betrayed them.

It was when they were fourteen.

The day the boy had finally conceived and executed a perfect plan to escape this facility.

“I’m so disappointed. I thought ■■ had started to like me.”

A sharp blade pierced the boy’s side.

“Haak, haah.”

Impaled by the blade, the boy coughed up blood.

Even amidst all this, the boy was still alive. Still breathing. His body, enhanced so many times already, would never die from just that. Yet despite knowing this, Kim Jae-ho had frozen up like an idiot at the sight.

“Run, run away!”

Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s foolish petrification, the boy shouted. But Kim Jae-ho couldn’t do anything, like an imbecile.

As the boy’s pupils began glowing purple, the woman spoke.

“Ah ah ah, we can’t have that.”

Another syringe was jabbed into the boy’s nape. His body went limp. To the slumped boy, the woman whispered:

“If you’d just behaved, I would have kept treating you well. Why did you try to leave this place? Hm? You said it had become good for you, thanks to me.”

The woman’s voice remained as affectionate as honey. Hearing that voice, Kim Jae-ho trembled violently.

It had all been an act, a deception. A deception to keep them confined here.

The man standing beside the woman spoke.

“Don’t we need to restrain him too?”

‘Him’ – the man’s finger was pointing directly at Kim Jae-ho.

“Nah. He’s just a failed specimen who couldn’t awaken any abilities.”

“Then why wasn’t he disposed of sooner?”

“Because our ■■ had become attached to him. We kept him around as a sort of companion toy. But in the end, they were planning to escape together.”

The woman spoke in an exaggerated tone.

“After all the effort I put in, it’s such a shame their guilt was too great to avoid disposal. So unfair.”

“Is he to be disposed of too?”

At those words, the woman creased her brow.

“Hmm. I suppose so. By the rules, that would be appropriate. He’s guilty of nothing but following along with that one’s antics. Ah, since we’re disposing of him anyway, we might as well experiment a bit.”

“Experiment?”

“Yes!”

Whispering to the man with a chilling expression, the woman said:

“Ah, about how transplanting an awakener’s body parts can turn someone into an awakener too? Didn’t all those experiments fail?”

“There’s still one body part we haven’t transplanted yet.”

The heart.

Kim Jae-ho struggled, but couldn’t overpower the adults. A syringe pierced his nape, and his body collapsed to the floor. Thanks to that, his eyes met the boy’s, now pinned to the ground like an insect specimen by the blade.

The boy smiled wistfully and said:

“I’ll be fine.”

“I’m sorry. If only I had some ability…”

“No, it’s not your fault…”

“Don’t speak.”

Kim Jae-ho quickly cut him off. The more the boy spoke, the more blood spilled from his mouth. The boy was dying.

Kim Jae-ho didn’t know what to do. Tears streamed from his eyes without him realizing.

Kim Jae-ho called out the boy’s name.

“Kim Jae-ho.”

Ah, only then did Kim Jae-ho – no, the test subject – realize. ‘Kim Jae-ho’ wasn’t his own name, but the boy’s name.

Born directly into this laboratory, he himself had never been given a name. Only the boy brought in from outside knew his own name.

‘Kim Jae-ho’ had told him:

“Live.”

With those final words from ‘Kim Jae-ho,’ the test subject’s consciousness promptly scattered.

When he opened his eyes again, the test subject was alive. But ‘Kim Jae-ho’ was nowhere to be seen. The test subject wept as he clawed at his own heart, for he couldn’t ignore the surgical scar left there.

The woman had declared the experiment a success.

The test subject had perfectly inherited the boy’s abilities. No, they had even been enhanced. The test subject’s heart now beat only three times per minute, and he could control his entire body at will.

Seeing the woman’s smile, the test subject silently vowed revenge.

But that was the last time he would see that woman.

A syringe pierced his nape, and the test subject lost consciousness once more.

The test subject desperately repeated the name ‘Kim Jae-ho’ in his mind. Even after being injected with drugs that would make him an imbecile, he refused to forget that boy’s name.

And that name he had incessantly repeated eventually became his own. He would live on in this world, in place of the vanished Kim Jae-ho.

The boy had told him to live freely.

So ‘Kim Jae-ho’ would become free.

Without fail, he would become free.

Not once had anyone ever granted him freedom, yet he yearned for it.

When the iron cage opened, Kim Jae-ho knew he would likely be captured again soon.

The collar would paralyze his entire body, and a syringe would pierce his nape.

But he still wanted to run, just once.

He wanted to sprint aimlessly.

He wanted to taste the scent of freedom.

So he ran.

He dashed towards the visible horizon, climbing ever higher. The wide-open sky entered his vision.

Panting heavily, Kim Jae-ho collapsed right there.

But no one, not a single person, came to capture him.

One day passed, then two.

If ‘Kim Jae-ho’ were present, Kim Jae-ho would have asked him:

“Is this the freedom you spoke of?”

Hungry.

Cold.

Lying there, Kim Jae-ho blinked his eyes.

The boy had said: Freedom was doing as you wished and going where you wanted. So Kim Jae-ho descended the same path he had run up from.

“Give me food.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, the owner initially made a dumbfounded expression before soon nodding with a smile.

While he still didn’t fully understand this ‘freedom,’ the owner’s food was indeed delicious as always.
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Disappearing as if he would never return here again, Kim Jae-ho came back after just two days. And the first thing he said was ‘Give me food.’

Ha, I burst into laughter at those words. And then I gave him food.

“You, you can speak!”

Belatedly, Han Seo-hyeon shouted as he looked at Kim Jae-ho. Well, Han Seo-hyeon had thought Kim Jae-ho couldn’t speak.

Circling around Kim Jae-ho, who tightly gripped the rice bowl I had handed him, Han Seo-hyeon fired off a barrage of questions:

“So you’ve been understanding all this time while pretending not to? Did you come back, or did you just come for food? Are you going to leave again?”

But Kim Jae-ho didn’t respond to any of those questions, until Han Seo-hyeon eventually grew exhausted and gave up.

“You’re really too much!”

“Just leave him be.”

At my nonchalant words, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed:

“Doesn’t it bother you, Boss? After leaving so brazenly, now he just waltzes back in as he pleases. Look at that! He’s going right back into the cage!”

Filthy from who knows what he had done over those two days, Kim Jae-ho hugged the teddy bear as he drifted off to sleep.

I shrugged.

“I told you, I’m letting him do as he pleases.”

“Even so, that’s…”

Clicking his tongue as he glared at Kim Jae-ho’s back, Han Seo-hyeon didn’t seem to like him much.

It was understandable – while Han Seo-hyeon rolled around training diligently every day, Kim Jae-ho did nothing at all.

Kim Jae-ho was lawless. He would sleep in the cage, then wander aimlessly before seeming to magically appear only during mealtimes.

For several days, I wordlessly provided Kim Jae-ho with meals.

And today.


“Kim Jae-ho.”

I called out to Kim Jae-ho. Of course, he didn’t respond, but today I intended to put an end to this.

“If you keep disappearing like that, I won’t feed you anymore.”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho came before me with a rather displeased expression. Plopping down unceremoniously, he glared at me with insolent eyes.

As I thought, this guy could understand everything, couldn’t he?

“We can’t keep going on like this.”

While providing a single meal wasn’t difficult, we had tasks ahead that couldn’t be accomplished with Kim Jae-ho in this state.

“You’re telling me to leave?”

“No. Whether you stay or go is your freedom. But if you want to remain here, you need to make a choice. You can’t continue doing nothing like you have until now.”

“I want to be free.”

“Freedom and licentiousness are different things.”

“What’s that?”

“Acting however you please without taking any responsibility is licentiousness, not freedom. True freedom requires taking responsibility for yourself.”

I tried explaining it that way, but Kim Jae-ho only tilted his head looking utterly lost.

Well, I didn’t summon him here to hold a Korean language class. But for the sake of Kim Jae-ho’s future life, I had to properly teach him.

“If you want to stay here, you need to work.”

“What work?”

“Various tasks. Ah, and if you don’t like the work, you can leave us at any time.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho blinked.

“Any time?”


“Yes. Try it out first, and if you really dislike it, just leave. I won’t stop you.”

Kim Jae-ho rolled his eyes before nodding his head. I asked him several more times – was he really okay working with us? Okay with the tasks I assigned? And each time, the answer was the same.

I didn’t know if he truly understood, but I had at least received his answer.

“You can leave whenever. But if you don’t leave, then I’ll be responsible for you.”

My goal was to teach this ignorant, naked individual how to survive in this world.

So should I start by taking care of that matter I’ve been holding off on?

“First, let’s get you showered.”

“Shower?”

“Yes. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Over the past few weeks, Kim Jae-ho hadn’t bathed at all. Confined in the iron cage, there was no way for him to bathe, and he didn’t seem to have any intention of cleaning himself either.

Naturally, he had progressed well beyond just being filthy – he reeked of a foul, musty odor. His untrimmed hair had grown so long and shaggy that it completely obscured his face, while his finger and toenails resembled those of a witch from a fairytale.

Even in these remote mountains, where I showered multiple times daily out of my obsession for cleanliness, Kim Jae-ho’s grimy state after months without bathing was honestly too much for me to bear.

At my words, for some reason, Kim Jae-ho threw a tantrum.

“No!”

Then he brazenly tried to flee from me.

Hey, I wasn’t asking him to do anything unreasonable, just take a shower!

“I already told you, you have to do it!”

I had no intention of postponing this long-overdue shower any further.

Drawing all the mana into my body, I fired a stream of water at Kim Jae-ho.

Unlike the pathetic one-stroke jets, this two-stroke stream of water was on another level. Augmenting it with the bracelet’s mana, I drenched him thoroughly.


“Uhaha! That feels so refreshing!”

—Rather than a shower, that was, well, a bit…

“Hukhukhukhuk.”

If it sounded like the freshly showered Kim Jae-ho was crying piteously, that must have been a misunderstanding.

Bathing felt so wonderful, didn’t it?

After cleaning up Kim Jae-ho, I called over to Han Seo-hyeon.

“You should do something about that shaggy fringe too.”

“Fringe?”

“Yes.”

Whenever a slight breeze blew aside Han Seo-hyeon’s fringe, his face looked quite handsome. While carrying a gloomy, sullen expression unlike his brother Han Jo-hee, his features were well-defined enough to be called a ‘pretty boy.’

But Han Seo-hyeon always kept that handsome face hidden behind his fringe.

“If you let your fringe grow to conceal your identity, I can respect that. But even so, your fringe is a bit too unkempt. You’d be better off wearing a mask like me…”

Should I give Han Seo-hyeon a mask too? And one for Kim Jae-ho as well? It might look quite stylish if we all wore masks together.

While I thought it was a decent idea, upon hearing my suggestion, Han Seo-hyeon recoiled in horror.

“A mask is too much. I didn’t grow out my fringe for that reason in the first place.”

Sheesh, what was wrong with masks? I was almost offended.

“Then how about taking this opportunity to tidy up your fringe? It’s a waste to hide such a handsome face, you know.”

“…Alright.”

Since it was inconvenient to visit a hair salon, I decided to trim Han Seo-hyeon’s fringe myself.

“You can really cut hair well, right?”

“It’s just a simple fringe trim. Do you have so little faith in your boss?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon sat in the chair with an uneasy expression. Hmm, I calmly picked up the scissors. Trimming a fringe was easy enough.

Snip. Han Seo-hyeon’s fringe was cut.

Wait a minute.

“Hmm.”

Was it because these scissors were slanted? It had been cut diagonally. The left side was longer than the right.

But there was still a chance to fix it.

Snip.

Damn. Now the right side was longer.

But I could still salvage this!

Snip.

Damn.

Snip.

Damn.

With trembling hands, I set down the scissors.

“…Seo-hyeon-ah.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon silently took out a mirror.

“What is this!”

It was ruined. Completely ruined.

Han Seo-hyeon’s hair was a total mess. No, I had only intended to even out the lengths, but before I knew it, his fringe had vanished entirely.

As the sniffling Han Seo-hyeon cried, I tried to console him:

“Th-that hair salon, let’s visit it before the auction.”

“How can I go out looking like this!”

“They’ll fix it at the hair salon. Modern salons are really amazing these days. They use some kind of regenerative particles, you know. They can even grow new hair and attach it.”

“You expect me to teleport straight to the salon?! It’s ruined! Completely ruined!”

Seeing Han Seo-hyeon’s wailing state, even Kim Jae-ho fled whenever I picked up the scissors.

‘Damn it.’

I should have trimmed Kim Jae-ho’s hair first.

Belated regret struck me.

* * *

“Security duties have been assigned around the time of the upcoming auction.”

At Park Cheol-wan’s words, Do Chae-hee creased her face.

“I believe I mentioned being occupied with investigating that murder case.”

“You mean that investigation with no progress whatsoever?”

Do Chae-hee bit her lip in vexation at Park Cheol-wan’s remark. Kang Yi-sin had vanished as if completely evaporated from this world. There were no longer even the slightest clues to track him down.

Ah, there had been one lead, but the problem was that everyone had prevented her from investigating it.

“What happened with my request to investigate the black market?”

“Didn’t I tell you? The black market needs to be maintained for our own convenience as well. It’s not a place for some rookie team leader to go rummaging around.”

“Dammit.”

Even the Korean government had designated the black market as a necessary evil. The first issue was the backlash that would arise if they tried to shut it down. The second issue was that doing so would only cause it to retreat into untraceable depths.

“But in the end, isn’t it all just dirty money?”

“That’s the reality for adults.”

“I’m an adult too.”

“Then stop spouting such childish nonsense.”

Narrowing her brow, Do Chae-hee asked Park Cheol-wan:

“Is providing security at that place also part of this ‘adult reality’?”

“It means stop dodging taxes.”

“Dodging taxes? After how diligently I’ve worked until now.”

“So what if you work hard? There hasn’t been a single cent of income for a month. The higher-ups don’t care how hard you work – they just want results.”

Do Chae-hee clenched her fists tightly.

“I’ll find him, no matter what I have to do.”

Kang Yi-sin was strange. Until that day, aside from being a Babel Academy graduate, there had been nothing remarkable about the man. Yet he had vanished in an impossibly clean manner, without the slightest mistake typical of amateur criminals.

Either he had an innate talent for crime, or he had an accomplice. Do Chae-hee had focused her investigation on the latter possibility, but the more she dug, the murkier the accomplice’s identity became.

There was another lingering concern – the disappearance of Han Jo-hee’s younger brother, Han Seo-hyeon. She had informed Park Cheol-wan, but no one seemed to consider it important.

‘Surely he didn’t lay a hand on the brother too?’

She recalled their appearance at the hospital. They had seemed quite close as brothers.

‘Just like me and my own brother…’

Do Chae-hee shook away the thought that had surfaced.

In any case, finding Kang Yi-sin would unravel all these mysteries. But the world wasn’t making it easy for Do Chae-hee.

“You’re refusing, then?”

Do Chae-hee frowned.

“Ugh, I should be able to handle it, right?”

“Watch your attitude with your superior!”

With a sigh, Park Cheol-wan added:

“All the big names will be there, so mind your manners. Don’t go picking fights with just anyone.”

“Do you really think I’m some deranged person who randomly starts fights?”

You do pick fights.

Seeing the expression on Park Cheol-wan’s face, Do Chae-hee snapped in irritation before turning away.

“Fine, I’m going!”

“Tsk, that damn temper of hers.”

* * *

Han Seo-hyeon whispered to me:

“The biggest items appearing at this auction will be the Red Flame Mana Stone and the Vampiric Lord’s Ring.”

At those words, my eyes widened. Normally at such auctions, only one major item is offered. But this time, there were two.

Acquiring either one would be a massive jackpot.

“Ah, and about the security…”

Han Seo-hyeon recited a stream of information.

It was an absolute goldmine.
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I got into the car. The black market vehicle I had purchased through a proxy was just as shabby inside as it appeared outside. Not that it mattered, since I would only be using it this once.

After loading our luggage into the rattling car, I had Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho get in as well.

From the passenger seat, Han Seo-hyeon glanced at the backseat and whispered to me:

“Are you sure it’s okay to bring him along?”

“I told you to call him hyung.”

“It feels odd calling him that after seeing his current state.”

Seeing Kim Jae-ho pressed against the window with his mouth agape, Han Seo-hyeon shook his head.

Unlike Han Seo-hyeon, whose hair I had trimmed, Kim Jae-ho’s long, tangled locks draped down like Tarzan, making him look even more unkempt today. At least I had managed to put some clothes on him, restoring a semblance of humanity, but that shaggy mane remained unmanageable.

On top of that, he was still wearing that collar, which I wanted to remove but couldn’t approach him without provoking vicious growls.

Dealing with Kim Jae-ho made me feel like Dr. Amaryu from that famous parenting program.

Is the tantrum over now? Alright, time to get dressed.

Are the convulsions done? Now let’s brush our teeth.

The Kim Jae-ho Humanization Project seemed more arduous than conquering any gate.

Well, at the very least…

He was obeying my instructions for now.

“By the way, do you really need to wear that mask?”

“I am a nationally wanted fugitive, you know.”

From earlier, I had been wearing the mask. The hologram used the pre-registered appearance of a man in his forties, causing Han Seo-hyeon to flinch whenever he saw my face.

But in my current status as Kang Yi-sin, I couldn’t even set foot in Seoul, so I had no choice.

As soon as we arrived in Seoul, we visited a hair salon. Only then did Han Seo-hyeon’s visage return from a duck to human form.


While Han Seo-hyeon didn’t normally care much about appearances, even he couldn’t tolerate that rat’s nest of a hairstyle.

I had tried trimming Kim Jae-ho’s hair too, but the wily bastard vanished somewhere until it was finally time to eat.

Tsk, that quick one.

Next, we checked into a nearby hotel.

“Two guests, please.”

Towards the front desk staff, I immediately drew upon my mana. Using lies to bypass the identification and other formalities, I stepped into the elevator.

“By the way, where did that person – no, Jae-ho hyung – go?”

While we were checking in, Kim Jae-ho had once again disappeared somewhere.

“Who knows, hopefully he’ll find his way back here.”

“What if he just ran away like that?”

“Um. That would be troublesome, wouldn’t it?”

At my indifferent response, Han Seo-hyeon admonished me for my attitude. But I was being sincere.

—You’re not planning to chase after him if he runs away?

‘As I mentioned last time.’

Regardless, I had no intention of brainwashing Kim Jae-ho like Seol Rok-jin did. It was entirely Kim Jae-ho’s choice.

“Yeek! You scared me!”

Upon opening the door, Han Seo-hyeon let out a shriek.

Somehow, Kim Jae-ho had already entered the room. Heh, how had he known we would be in this specific room?

As we stood there stunned, Kim Jae-ho spoke:

“Hungry.”


Well, I suppose it was about time he said that.

I lightly nudged the frozen Han Seo-hyeon and said:

“Order some room service then, whatever you want to eat.”

After piling the table high with copious room service orders, I opened my mouth:

“Jae-ho is sitting out this operation.”

While the future Kim Jae-ho would be impeccable, I knew nothing about his current self. At my words, Han Seo-hyeon asked:

“Then why did you bring him along?”

“Who else is going to feed him?”

Was that really the only reason? Han Seo-hyeon looked at me as if asking that, but I was serious.

“The only personnel needed for this operation are you and me.”

“You really think just the two of us will be enough?”

It was a question he had asked before – could just the two of us really handle it?

Objectively speaking, the combat strength of our organization – no, of our team that couldn’t even be called an organization – was pathetically lacking.

But at this auction, it would be possible.

This was an operation made possible precisely because of the multitude of hunters present at the auction.

The auction was now three days away. While three days remained, security personnel were already densely present in the vicinity.

Befitting the items to be auctioned, the surrounding security was immense. And the details of this security system had been fully uncovered by our proud Han Seo-hyeon.

Han Seo-hyeon reported:

“There are around fifty external personnel, with about the same number inside. Particularly underground, there are many people gathered, but that area is protected by artifacts, so not even a mouse could easily approach.”

Han Seo-hyeon smiled wryly as he continued.


“But after positioning Rat nearby, some interesting information came to light.”

Incredibly, even the Awakener Crimes Team was included among this auction’s security detail. Specifically, ‘Do Chae-hee’ had been stationed nearby for the past three days on guard duty.

“Do Chae-hee, that person who visited the hospital once before.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I focused my attention.

“She asked if I knew anything about you, Boss. She didn’t seem like someone who would give up easily.”

“Hmm.”

So Do Chae-hee had been assigned to my case. Damn, that woman is quite tenacious.

“Apparently, high-ranking National Assembly members are coming too.”

It seemed they would be holding a conference regarding awakeners down below. What surprised me was that the person Seol Rok-jin was listed among the attending assembly members.

Well, it would be stranger if Seol Rok-jin wasn’t involved in such matters.

While politically taking an anti-awakener stance, his reputation among the top hunters wasn’t particularly bad. Because outwardly he only spouted insults, while covertly associating with them behind the scenes.

‘Laughable.’

Just two months ago, he had openly criticized the Sirius Guild in the news. Yet now he was coming to engage in secret dealings with that same Sirius executive team – how disgustingly two-faced.

The longer Han Seo-hyeon spoke, the more my expression darkened.

Naturally, people from the Crimson Hound Guild would also be present at this event. Including Master Kim Myeong-cheol and my friend Jeong Ho-san.

In many ways, this would be a veritable minefield for ‘Kang Yi-sin.’

The problem was that amidst this minefield lay a tantalizing treasure.

An incredibly tempting treasure.

<The Vampiric Lord’s Ring>.

This artifact absorbed surrounding blood to enhance the wearer’s healing abilities.

Depending on the type of gate, it could become a completely useless artifact. But considering most monsters bled, it was an extraordinary item.

Possessing just that one item could tremendously extend combat endurance.

There was no better item than this for those assigned to the vanguard role.

‘It would be perfect for Jeong Ho-san.’

But the Vampiric Lord’s Ring wasn’t what I was after.

<The Red Flame Mana Stone>.

While mana stones naturally formed from condensed mana within gates, the magic stone was a type of inner core found within monster bodies.

Naturally, it held greater value than mana stones. Especially if obtained from high-ranking monsters, the magic stone itself was already an excellent artifact.

Crafted into a staff, it would become a legendary staff. Embedded into a blade, a legendary sword would be forged.

While the <Vampiric Lord’s Ring> was merely an optional advantage for vanguard hunters, this magic stone’s value was far higher since it could be crafted as desired. And I had a specific use in mind for this one.

I also heard about the remaining items, but those could be easily obtained elsewhere.

Ultimately, the important factor was the auction order for those two key items.

They wouldn’t be saved for the climax of this auction, so they would likely appear towards the latter half of the bidding sequence.

And that would be our moment to make our move.

We only had three days to prepare.

“Are you mentally ready?”

Han Seo-hyeon gulped hard before nodding. I glanced sideways at Kim Jae-ho, who was ravenously devouring the remaining food.

Please don’t cause any trouble.

Three days before the auction.

Like a noble lady awaiting her social debut, I felt an excited flutter.

* * *

Stacking coffee cups into miniature mountains on the coffee table, beside it on the sofa lay a woman humming while wearing the very image of slovenliness. Her unkempt hair was tied up in a messy bun with strands sticking out everywhere, clad in a faded gray tracksuit riddled with holes.

At first glance, she appeared an ordinary slob. But standing beside this woman were three impeccably suited individuals awaiting her without the slightest lapse.

Amidst this unbalanced scene, Jin Yeon-hwa pushed up her glasses that had slipped down to her nose bridge and spoke:

“Ueueum, so in other words. No matter what, it seems this auction will be tough for us to claim.”

Her habit of elongating the ends of her sentences induced a frustrating sensation in the listener, despite her words being innocuous.

“Not being able to easily acquire the desired items, it tarnishes the Sirius name, it does.”

Having said that, Jin Yeon-hwa flopped face-first into the sofa.

“Ah, they could have yielded to us just this once. With everyone being so greedy. If Yoo Seon-je gets just one staff, it would at least save our guild’s face.”

The recently recruited S-rank potential hunter Yoo Seon-je was Sirius’ new face.

While they had already secured four S-rank hunters, Yoo Seon-je was special. A talent that freely commanded lightning. A handsome appearance. An affable personality.

He was an awakener rumored to potentially surpass not just the youngest 7-Circle, but even 8-Circles.

From an entertainment perspective, there was no better gem to market. But properly faceting that gem required substantial resources.

“I really want to obtain the Red Flame Mana Stone at least. But if I bid for it, I’ll be heavily criticized afterward, won’t I?”

To bid on the Red Flame Mana Stone appearing at this auction required not only carefully stockpiled funds, but also cautious management of surrounding influences.

The problem was that Sirius had ‘overdone it’ at the previous auction, as they said. As such, even the Master had advised treading carefully this time around regarding external perceptions.

“They don’t even have an S-rank prospect, yet they’re being so high and mighty.”

Sprawled on the sofa, Jin Yeon-hwa blinked her eyes as she lay there. There was no issue with securing the Red Flame Mana Stone through money alone. But considering the inevitable political maneuvering afterward, it gave her a headache just thinking about it.

“This is really frustrating.”

Lying there, Jin Yeon-hwa glanced sidelong at the woman beside her before speaking:

“Why don’t we just steal it instead?”

“We can’t.”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s secretary, Lee Hye-won, gave the sensible response anyone would expect.

While Jin Yeon-hwa was a core Sirius executive known for her innovative ideas, she also frequently voiced such outrageous nonsense. And Lee Hye-won’s role was to reasonably dissuade her from such notions, but…

“But if we don’t do something like this, we’ll have to yield the Red Flame Mana Stone to others. And I don’t want that.”

If Jin Yeon-hwa blindly heeded Lee Hye-won’s advice, she wouldn’t be Jin Yeon-hwa. With a sigh, Lee Hye-won told her:

“The auction is only three days away now.”

“Three days is plenty of time, isn’t it?”

Saying that, Jin Yeon-hwa abruptly sat upright.

“Yeah! That’s not a bad idea. Yes, that’s what we should do. If everyone thinks it was us but can’t prove it, won’t that work?”

Lightning seemed to strike Jin Yeon-hwa’s mind.

Why hadn’t she thought of this sooner?

If they couldn’t bid openly and properly, then they could simply steal it from behind the scenes, couldn’t they? Sirius had plenty of personnel for handling such dirty work. She just needed to assign them the task.

“As long as we don’t get caught, that’ll work, secretly.”

Watching Jin Yeon-hwa snicker as she said that, Lee Hye-won let out another sigh. She knew her boss was about to engage in another outrageous scheme, but she had no authority to stop her.

“You must ensure it’s done flawlessly.”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

All she could do was hope Jin Yeon-hwa’s plan would be perfect.
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The decisive day dawned.

The auction was an event only specific individuals could attend. But for me, it was an exception. I could simply lie that I had an entry pass to anyone trying to stop me.

The issue was procuring suitable attire to conceal my mask. While I could wear a hoodie or blend in on the streets and at the hotel, the auction participants couldn’t enter dressed so casually.

Conveniently, it was late summer, so I couldn’t wear thick clothing either.

So I chose to infiltrate as a staff member.

Not the most stylish option, but I had no choice.

To gain entry, I selected the identity of a chef.

Imagine my atrocious cooking skills masquerading as a chef.

But the chef’s uniform allowed me to wear a head wrap while covering my neck, so I couldn’t complain.

Moreover, the kitchen directly connected to the area where the waiters worked.

Of course, given the high-value items involved at this auction, even the staff underwent stringent monitoring.

To the person blocking my path, I casually provided any random name.

“I’m Kim Moo-jae, scheduled to work here today.”

“I didn’t hear about any new personnel coming.”

“I was hastily added due to the large number of guests today, it seems.”

Normally, such a flimsy excuse would prompt verification, but the man who heard my ‘lie’ was an exception.

“Ah, I suppose that could be the case.”

Without much suspicion, the man let me inside. Once inside, I cleared the path using the same method.

Those without awakened abilities were thoroughly deceived by my talent. At the very least, security measures relying on human judgment couldn’t filter me out.

Considering Ray’s case, even artifact-based defenses might be penetrable somehow.


As Ray muttered in my ear while watching me bypass the multi-layered security:

—No matter how I look at it, that’s an excessively useful skill.

At those words, I let out a soft snort.

Of course, there was no better talent than this for petty thievery. Or cult leader charlatanism. Scamming, door-to-door sales, you name it.

—Why do all your examples involve such things?

“They were the potential careers suggested by those who mocked me back at the academy.”

—Hm…

Finally, Ray’s mouth closed.

Well, as long as it proved useful now, that was a good thing.

I had meticulously memorized the blueprints of this place over the past few days. They were hand-drawn by Han Seo-hyeon, who had lost sleep tracing every detail.

Originally, buildings used for such events underwent remodeling after construction, altering their design from the original blueprints.

Why, you ask?

To deter thieves like me, of course.

Even before awakeners emerged, this auction had been an immense temptation. Now, with awakeners around, it had only become more enticing for potential robbers. So they constantly altered the structure to stay one step ahead, even blocking off a previously open wall just yesterday.

Thanks to that, poor Han Seo-hyeon had woken up crying to revise the maps. All that effort for me to memorize them was… not particularly strenuous, honestly.

—Two steps ahead, there’s a ventilation duct.

I had a cutting-edge ego artifact at my disposal.

Following Ray’s instructions, I crouched and entered the ventilation duct. The distance covered through the duct was a mere 3 meters.

Traps for intruders were scattered throughout the ventilation system as well. If I had simply crawled along, I might have ended up shredded.

I only entered the duct to bypass a single wall. On the other side was the changing room where the waiters got dressed.


Discarding the chef’s uniform, I donned a pre-prepared wig and turtleneck before putting on the waiter’s attire.

With that outfit, I looked like a perfect waiter to any observer. Just in case, I also altered my face using the mask. Hmm, being able to constantly change faces was remarkable. Professor Geum was truly a genius.

As I finished donning the uniform, a tiny creature scampered up onto my shoe. It was Rat, sent by Han Seo-hyeon.

“I’ve successfully infiltrated undetected. Stay put at the mentioned location until I give further notice.”

The mouse formed an ‘O’ shape with its body as if in understanding before vanishing. It would likely be keeping watch over me from somewhere.

Taking a deep breath, I headed inside.

If there was someone capable of seeing through this artifact, or someone who recognized my true identity, the operation would fail.

But the auction hall interior was sufficiently dim, so no one should immediately recognize this mask.

I exhaled heavily.

Tense anticipation caused my entire body to tingle. If I didn’t clench my fists tightly, my fingertips would tremble uncontrollably.

Observing my state, Ray slightly opened his mouth.

—You did a good job of acting calm.

‘Even if I’m the boss and leader, I can’t appear weak in front of a seventeen-year-old, can I?’

Truthfully, I was rather anxious as well.

I was attempting to turn the tables on a gathering of Korea’s finest talents.

Checking the time, I gulped hard.

Only two hours remained until the auction began.

Then, a new message arrived from Han Seo-hyeon.

[Ah, right. Boss, while scouting this area, I discovered a strange device.]

At those words, I focused my attention.


“A strange device?”

[Yes.]

And upon learning about that device, I smiled.

“This, if utilized properly, could be a game-changer.”

* * *

Even within the auction hall’s upper echelons, there existed a special viewing area restricted to only the most elite participants of this auction.

To gain admittance here required meeting certain conditions – either being an executive of a major guild or holding considerable influence within Korea. Seol Rok-jin satisfied the latter criterion, allowing him entry.

As soon as he stepped through the door held open by the attendants, many who recognized the Representative Seol Rok-jin approached him.

“Good day, Representative.”

“Ah, Representative Seol.”

Flashing a perfunctory smile at the surrounding sycophants, Seol Rok-jin surveyed the viewing area. Confirming that his true target had not yet arrived, he engaged in idle chitchat while rolling his eyes at these irrelevant individuals.

Hunters and assemblymen maintained close relationships. Just as political and corporate collusion had been an issue in the past, now it was the intermingling between hunters and politicians that raised concerns.

The sheer scale of money changing hands at today’s event alone amounted to roughly several billion won. And wherever money flowed, vultures would inevitably flock.

Seol Rok-jin politely acknowledged their prattling as he waited – for the true main event to arrive. And finally, the door opened, and the woman Seol Rok-jin had been anticipating appeared.

The figure who entered through that door was dressed in an attire completely unsuited for this place.

A diminutive stature barely exceeding 160cm, perpetually half-lidded eyes and a sluggish speech pattern. And an outfit of a frayed, pilled hoodie that seemed to disregard everyone around her.

Yet there was no one present who could afford to dismiss this woman.

Her name was Jin Yeon-hwa.

The woman renowned as the second pillar of the Sirius Guild.

Following closely behind her was a considerably taller woman, Jin Yeon-hwa’s aide and bodyguard, Lee Hye-won.

“Vice Guild Leader Jin Yeon-hwa!”

“Hello, everyone.”

Clad in a chick-yellow hoodie, Jin Yeon-hwa greeted those around her simultaneously upon arrival.

People scrambled to surround her, like a school of starving carps rushing at feed pellets.

Seol Rok-jin maintained his distance as he observed the situation. While Jin Yeon-hwa was one of the ‘key figures’ with whom he wished to cultivate ties, he had no desire to join that frenzied cluster.

The opportunity soon arrived.

After addressing the men who had swarmed her, Jin Yeon-hwa emerged and flashed a bright smile towards Seol Rok-jin.

“Representative Seol Rok-jin.”

Returning her greeting, Seol Rok-jin plastered on a polished smile.

“I hope you’ve been well.”

“Not well at all! You went too far criticizing us on the news last time.”

She was referring to an incident over two months ago, yet she hadn’t forgotten to mention it.

“My sincere apologies.”

“Demanding we reveal our gate strategies – that was crossing the line.”

“Which is why it worked.”

Seol Rok-jin didn’t falter in the face of Jin Yeon-hwa’s rebuke.

“Any sane person would know how preposterous it is for the Sirius Guild to publicly disclose their gate strategies.”

It was a fair point. While they had momentarily faced criticism, no one seriously condemned Sirius’ stance.

But Jin Yeon-hwa continued grumbling nonetheless.

“You made us look like the bad guys publicly.”

“Didn’t I already advise that it’s better for Sirius to remain the villains?”

“So the reversal hits even harder?”

“Maintaining a heroic image is difficult. Occasionally doing bad deeds, but good deeds too. If this moral scale tips even slightly towards goodness, people will think it’s acceptable. But if even a speck of black appears on a pure white canvas, that canvas becomes unusable.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, Jin Yeon-hwa snickered.

“Uhh, you make a fair point.”

“Sirius was fated to face criticism regardless. Because you’ve become too powerful. If it’s unavoidable, it’s better to guide the narrative in your desired direction.”

Even before Seol Rok-jin’s emergence, the world had already been busy tearing into Sirius. As he said, it was simply because Sirius had become too formidable – envy, jealousy, whatever. There were many who wished for their downfall.

Seol Rok-jin had gathered those detractors and directed their biting attacks not towards Sirius’ true vulnerabilities, but towards areas that wouldn’t truly hurt them.

Jin Yeon-hwa narrowed her eyes as she glanced sideways at Seol Rok-jin.

Certainly, there was no one more skilled than him at garnering public attention.

“I understand that, but it still leaves a bad taste this time.”

Yet she couldn’t help issuing a warning.

Sipping his champagne, Seol Rok-jin spoke:

“Apparently, there’s an orphanage for children rescued from the recent Gate Break incident facing operational difficulties.”

“Oh, shall we create a nice image together?”

“Sounds good.”

While being chewed up as fodder by the insignificant masses was unpleasant, as Seol Rok-jin said, it was merely a moral tug-of-war. If the narrative had tilted negatively last time, they would simply tilt it positively this time.

Once the public grew accustomed to this back-and-forth, no matter what Sirius did, their reputation would remain unshaken.

‘Oh, Sirius is just like that. They do bad things, but good things too?’ The public would accept it and move on.

‘But the Crimson Hound Guild won’t have that luxury.’

Jin Yeon-hwa found Seol Rok-jin agreeable. If she truly set her mind to taking down the Crimson Hound Guild, collaborating with this man alone could instantly drag them into ruin.

While she didn’t particularly dislike the man Kim Myeong-cheol, she had no such intentions either.

“By the way, I don’t see the Vice Guild Leader showing any interest in the items at this auction, considering your presence up here.”

Noticing Jin Yeon-hwa’s indifference, one of the assemblymen slyly remarked.

“The current offerings are mere scraps. Not worth tasting, really.”

At Jin Yeon-hwa’s words, the others laughed awkwardly. While just scraps to a Sirius executive, those items were still precious treasures to them.

The reason they had ascended to this level had a single purpose.

“Regarding the gate-related taxes…”

“…Grant us a bit more gate development rights.”

“I heard the next gate will appear in Cheongseong City…”

“About the bidding process…”

They had come up here to secure such backroom deals. While they could have arranged a separate venue to meet, there was no cleaner alibi than attending the official auction.

The auction was merely a veil concealing their dirty meeting.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 41

				
As the signal for the auction to begin rang out, the chattering voices in the viewing area gradually quieted down.

Jin Yeon-hwa and Seol Rok-jin also turned their gazes towards where the auction would take place.

“We’ll start with the first item up for auction today. This candlestick was discovered within the palace during the conquest of the AAA-rank gate ‘Village of Vampires.’ Its artistic beauty seems to transcend even this dimensional realm! The starting bid is 5 million won, with increments of 200,000 won allowed.”

Listening to those words, Jin Yeon-hwa opened her mouth to speak.

“Apparently, right in the center of the Village of Vampires conquered this time, there stood an ancient castle reminiscent of a medieval noble’s estate.”

The castle was said to be so breathtakingly beautiful that even the conquering forces had momentarily paused to gaze upon it in awe.

Unable to awaken any combat-oriented talents herself, Jin Yeon-hwa hadn’t witnessed that sight directly. But she had received a firsthand account from someone who had been there.

That castle was truly a sight sculpted from pure fantasy, they said.

“Since it was a high-rank gate beyond stabilization through conventional gate-maintenance devices, it immediately collapsed after the conquest ended. Isn’t it remarkable that they managed to salvage all of this?”

Her languid tone contrasted with the auctioneer’s impassioned delivery.

“Behold this exquisite form!”

The auctioneer was vigorously promoting the candlestick. Undoubtedly, it was a beautiful piece. But that was about it.

“To be honest, I question whether they really needed to include such trivial items in the auction. Isn’t it just a waste of time?”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s bluntness bordered on rudeness. But there was no one present who could call her out on such impoliteness.

With a faint smile, Jin Yeon-hwa asked:

“Representative Seol Rok-jin, is there perhaps an item you have your eye on?”

“Compared to the Vice Guild Leader, the items here seem utterly worthless.”

“Oh my, are you trying to tease me by saying that? Don’t be like that. Isn’t there anything you desire?”

Her tone suggested that she would purchase whatever he wanted, as if indulging a child’s whim. But Seol Rok-jin didn’t fall for her bait.

“For a non-awakener like myself, they would merely be worthless trinkets.”


“Huh, but you have many awakener friends, don’t you? I’m sure they would appreciate receiving one as a gift.”

Despite Jin Yeon-hwa’s insinuation, Seol Rok-jin maintained his defenses.

“We’re not close enough for such gift exchanges.”

Looking sideways at Jin Yeon-hwa’s companion, Seol Rok-jin remarked:

“Yet the Vice Guild Leader didn’t bring any other friends along either, I see.”

Aside from the ever-present Lee Hye-won, no one else accompanied Jin Yeon-hwa. Normally at such auctions, guild leaders would bring their most promising rookie as a means of networking and promotion.

Like how Kim Myeong-cheol of the Crimson Hound Guild had brought along Jeong Ho-san, the rookie he was grooming.

Seol Rok-jin slyly commented:

“Didn’t an exceptional rookie recently join Sirius as well?”

“Ah, Seon-je?”

A smile bloomed on Jin Yeon-hwa’s face, her eyes glittering.

“A true gem. We were so fortunate.”

Yoo Seon-je, a potential S-rank talent wielding psychic abilities. Elemental talents were highly valued – if the A-rank pyromancer Kim Myeong-cheol was treated as a near 8-Circle, how powerful must Yoo Seon-je be? No, how powerful would he become?

For now, he was still just a fledgling, but he held immense potential to eventually become an untouchable titan.

“So why didn’t you bring that friend along? It would have been a good opportunity to introduce him.”

“Ay, that friend is still too young to be brought to a place like this. He’s an innocent child, you see.”

It seemed Jin Yeon-hwa intended to shelter him in a safe haven for now. Considering how precious such a talent was, it was understandable.

‘What a pity.’

Seol Rok-jin had an instinctive premonition that he wouldn’t have a chance to directly observe Yoo Seon-je for quite some time.

Sirius growing any stronger than this was an undesirable scenario for Seol Rok-jin. He had intended to nip that bud early.


Since that wasn’t possible, he would have no choice but to proceed to Plan B.

“Excuse me, I’ll be using the restroom for a moment.”

“Oh my, I didn’t think the Representative would need restroom breaks.”

Ignoring Jin Yeon-hwa’s inane remark, Seol Rok-jin rose from his seat. As he shifted positions, his gaze briefly met Lee Hye-won’s, who always trailed behind Jin Yeon-hwa.

And in that instant, Seol Rok-jin’s pupils turned yellow. So fleeting that no one else in the viewing area noticed their momentary eye contact, but that brief exchange was enough.

Lee Hye-won, was it?

Not a bad choice.

As a piece to be used and discarded over the next six months.

* * *

As the auction commenced and Do Chae-hee patrolled the area, a familiar face caught her eye.

“Oh, Jeong Ho-san.”

“Inspector?”

Jeong Ho-san seemed surprised to encounter Do Chae-hee here, as if he hadn’t expected her presence.

“What brings you to this place?”

The one who answered that question was Kim Myeong-cheol, standing behind Jeong Ho-san.

“Haha, why else would anyone come to an auction? To buy items, of course. But you, Inspector, what business do you have here?”

It seemed the incident where she had evaded surveillance to meet Jeong Ho-san had greatly irked him, judging by how sharply he drew the line.

But did he really need to try hiding Jeong Ho-san behind himself like that? It gave off the unseemly impression of a lecherous old man trying to seduce a wealthy young lady.

Suppressing an inexplicable sense of dissatisfaction, Do Chae-hee slowly opened her mouth:

“I’m providing security, just in case any incidents occur.”


Inwardly, she clicked her tongue at the unnecessary caution, but seeing Jeong Ho-san’s innocent face, she found herself understanding.

He was someone so guileless that he might be completely taken advantage of by ill-intentioned individuals.

Countless people had gathered at this auction, and wherever people congregated, politics were bound to unfold – a world completely unsuited for Jeong Ho-san.

“I see. You must be working hard.”

Despite Kim Myeong-cheol’s overt disdain, Jeong Ho-san greeted Do Chae-hee kindly. His friendly demeanor inadvertently brought a smile to her face as well.

In contrast, Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue as if displeased by this entire exchange.

“What kind of criminal riffraff would even dare to show up where so many hunters are present?”

Well, Do Chae-hee had thought the same.

Over five hundred people had flocked to today’s auction venue. More than half of them were hunters specialized in gate conquests.

Particularly due to the ‘Vampiric Lord’s Ring’ appearing towards the end, numerous A-rank and higher hunters were also in attendance – the very Kim Myeong-cheol and Jeong Ho-san before her were A-rank hunters themselves.

To attempt robbing a place like this?

“Unless they’ve lost their minds, no one would even think of attempting a heist here.”

But if she was being provoked, she had no choice but to respond. Do Chae-hee had already spent the past two nights guarding this place without rest.

Not that she had noticed any suspicious individuals so far.

“Still, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Do Chae-hee sighed. While she would have to resume her patrol soon, she really didn’t want to return to that mind-numbingly dull routine. She was so exhausted that she would have welcomed any conversation, even one as uncomfortable as this.

“So, Master, have you spotted anything interesting on offer?”

Do Chae-hee had casually dropped that bait, which Kim Myeong-cheol readily took.

“Ah! This time, the Vampiric Lord’s Ring is a real treasure! It would be perfect for our Ho-san here.”

“Th-that expensive of an item! I couldn’t possibly…”

“But wouldn’t it be great to have?”

Listening to their exchange, Do Chae-hee shook her head. Leaving the pair absorbed in their own little world, she resumed her patrol duty.

[This is the first floor. Any issues over there?]

At Park Cheol-wan’s words, Do Chae-hee vented her rising irritation.

“None whatsoever. In fact, what sane thief would even think of targeting this place? Just look at the people I can see – Kim Myeong-cheol of the Crimson Hounds, Park Yeon-su of the Peach Blossom, goodness. Even Jenica from Haorovi is here!”

They were all renowned hunters who had made their names across Korea. Only a complete lunatic or someone devoid of a brain would attempt infiltrating here.

And yet, she couldn’t completely let her guard down – because if by some astronomically slim chance a thief did appear, that individual would undoubtedly be extraordinarily formidable.

To have the audacity to attempt a heist amidst all these experts implied staggering capabilities.

‘No, that won’t happen. It can’t happen.’

Do Chae-hee had only one wish:

‘Just let me get off work early and sleep tonight.’

Just this once, she wanted to leave at the scheduled end of her shift.

* * *

After pulling Han Seo-hyeon through the door into the interior, I immediately began stripping off his waiter disguise.

“Uwah! What are you doing?”

“Put this on.”

“Uh.”

“Endure any discomfort.”

Donning the outfit I had given him, Han Seo-hyeon asked with a terrified expression:

“Are you really sure about this? The people gathered here didn’t seem like casual participants.”

“Yeah, all the famous hunters across Korea have come.”

“Y-You mean we’re going to face those people, just the two of us?”

I shrugged at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.

“We don’t need to face them all. Remember what I told you? All you need to do is summon the skeleton at the right moment.”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded.

“Well, yes, but still. If we make a mistake…”

“Nothing will go wrong. And even if it does, you’ll be fine.”

Even if we were caught, at worst it would be me – Han Seo-hyeon wouldn’t be in any real danger. And if I were caught… Well, I’d think about that if it happened.

—You reckless fool!

‘I’m confident I won’t get caught, that’s why I’m saying this.’

But despite my reassurances, Han Seo-hyeon’s unease didn’t seem to dissipate. While time was short, I should probably try alleviating that anxiety somewhat.

“The bigger issue is actually having too many people here.”

“Huh?”

“It will make everyone hesitate over who should step forward.”

Countless vested interests were intertwined here. If there were clearly designated individuals in charge, it might be different. But when it came to a ‘someone else’s problem’ mentality, few would eagerly volunteer themselves.

Especially in such a confined space.

The total number currently occupying this area, including security personnel, exceeded six hundred individuals. Over three hundred of them were hunters.

Of course, there were security staff guarding the auction venue as well. But amidst this dense crowd, it wouldn’t be easy for them to pinpoint and focus on me specifically.

Because I would ensure it was that way.

There was really only one individual I needed to be wary of.

“Just be cautious of that woman Do Chae-hee.”

Do Chae-hee’s talent was ‘marksmanship’ – an utterly ridiculous cheat ability where anything she imbued with her mana and fired would unerringly strike its target.

But if properly prepared, I could nullify her talent a couple of times at least.

And a couple of opportunities would be sufficient for me to obtain what I desired.

Well, I had prepared a few measures to prevent Do Chae-hee from being able to fire her gun, so I shouldn’t need to worry too much.

“Just remember what I told you. Wait for my signal, then…”

“Summon the skeleton.”

“Exactly. And immediately after that, you leave this place.”

“Understood.”

The auction was now nearing its climax. I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder.

“Go wait below, then.”

“Boss.”

Han Seo-hyeon looked at me and said:

“You must return safely.”

“Yeah. Don’t worry about me.”

I sat perched on the railing, awaiting the signal.

That signal being…

“Now, the item many of you have been eagerly awaiting at this auction! Discovered within the castle of the Vampire Lord, the Red Flame Mana Stone!”

The crimson-stained magic stone radiated an immense aura of mana, visible even at a glance. As that magic stone appeared, everyone’s attention became riveted on the auction stage. The auctioneer’s lively voice continued, and just as he was about to announce the opening price for the Red Flame Mana Stone, a tremendous explosion rocked the auction hall.

Excellent, showtime had arrived.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 42

				
That device Han Seo-hyeon had discovered – I personally crawled through the ventilation duct to examine it.

The role of that device in the duct was simple.

Explosion.

And smoke.

Ray had confirmed it, so there was no doubt.

It seemed someone else besides us had intended to rob this auction today, taking advantage of the opportunity.

Instead of disarming it, I decided to utilize that device.

As I had anticipated, the explosion only caused chaos in the auction hall without being lethal. But amidst that chaotic atmosphere, the auction hall itself became perilous.

In a place packed with over six hundred people, a mix of civilians and hunters, no one would recklessly unleash their full power.

“The Red Flame Mana Stone! We must protect it!”

At someone’s booming voice, everyone’s gazes turned towards the auction stage. They had realized what the perpetrator behind this explosion was targeting.

These were superhuman individuals. They could easily see through trivial things like dust and observe the auction proceedings.

But what had spread from the explosion was no ordinary dust.

That deliberately released smoke had mana particles infused within it – an intentional smokescreen designed to blind the awakeners’ sight.

“I can’t see ahead!”

“Dammit! Everyone be careful!”

A dense, impenetrable cloud of smoke began enveloping the area.

—This way, the hunters definitely can’t recklessly act either.

‘Precisely because they are hunters, they can’t act recklessly. It would instantly lead to catastrophic casualties.’

Besides hunters, there were also numerous civilian waiters and observers present. Frail individuals who could be instantly killed by a stray, indiscriminate awakener attack.


Without clear visibility, they would be unable to do anything.

Ah, of course I was the exception.

My vision was imbued with mana concentration – the single-stroke talent ‘Clairvoyance.’ This allowed me to clearly perceive the world through the obscuring smokescreen.

Now it was my turn to make a move.

If someone had so kindly prepared an appetizing meal for me, wouldn’t it be good manners as a guest to properly savor it?

I pressed the button on my mask. The previously ordinary-looking face of a young man in his twenties vanished, replaced by a grinning visage crudely scrawled like graffiti.

* * *

“Everyone stay calm!”

After the explosion, Do Chae-hee immediately raised her voice. The tangled mess of people did nothing to help the situation. Amidst this chaos, there was no way to identify the culprit!

“Auction observers, please do not panic and remain in your seats! Avoid any unnecessary movement!”

Despite Do Chae-hee’s instructions, those in the front rows had already descended into panic, desperately trying to flee.

The hunters were relatively composed, at least. But the affluent sightseers who had come merely because an auction was happening were the problem.

“Save me!”

“Let me out of here!”

People blindly rushing to evacuate immediately collided with others, tumbling like falling dominoes.

“I said stay still!”

Do Chae-hee’s eyes flashed. Possessing the ‘Eagle Eye’ talent amidst this mana-infused smokescreen, she could clearly assess the situation – from the people entangled and rolling around, to the directionless security teams stumbling about in confusion.

The entire chaos unfolded within her sight.

But she couldn’t detect any suspicious individuals who might have orchestrated this incident.

The people shoving past her to escape made it difficult to maintain a clear line of sight as well.


“There are people over here!”

At times like this, her diminutive stature was an immense inconvenience. Damn these worthless humans! Just as Do Chae-hee was inwardly cursing and considering firing her holstered gun into the air, Park Cheol-wan’s voice rang out in her ear.

[Chae-hee, what’s happening?]

“We’re under att-!”

Her words were cut off.

Booooom!

A second explosion occurred.

“Kyaaaaak!”

Not only those who had already panicked, but even those trying to remain composed began wavering. It seemed they feared more explosions might follow.

“This isn’t good.”

The situation had already escalated beyond what Do Chae-hee and the few security personnel could contain through restraint alone. Without anyone possessing ‘eye’-related talents to restore visibility, protecting the countless individuals here was simply impossible.

Then she would protect the auction items, at least.

Do Chae-hee’s gaze turned towards the Red Flame Mana Stone. Fortunately, it remained intact for now.

The Red Flame Mana Stone was shielded by a protective barrier. Even after two explosions, that barrier remained firmly in place.

‘Good, that’s a relief.’

Just as Do Chae-hee was about to breathe a sigh of relief, a distortion caught her eye near the protective barrier’s perimeter.

‘What’s that?’

The passive skill accompanying her marksmanship talent – Eagle Eye, allowing her to accurately perceive her target in any situation, observed the anomaly.

Bone-white.

A skeletal figure whose sheer whiteness strained the eyes had appeared inside the enclosure housing the Red Flame Mana Stone. Concealed by the dense smokescreen, it seemed no one else had noticed, but Do Chae-hee clearly saw it.


She saw that bleached-white skeleton’s hand grasping the Red Flame Mana Stone.

“The magic stone!”

And in an instant, both the skeleton and that magic stone-

Vanished.

The multi-billion won Magic stone had simply disappeared before her eyes.

What was happening? Do Chae-hee averted her gaze from the people shoving her aside and looked up once more.

And in her line of sight, a certain youth – someone who shouldn-t be present here – appeared.

“Han Seo-hyeon.”

Why was he here?

“No, wa- just a moment!”

But before she could finish, Do Chae-hee was pushed aside by the crowd, losing sight of that youth.

“No, I said stay still, dammit!”

As her temper began to flare, the smokescreen gradually thickened. And this smoke – it was no ordinary smokescreen.

“My body is getting heavier…”

Normally, smoke should naturally dissipate over time. But this smoke only grew denser as time passed.

“Look over there! More smoke is continuously flowing in through the ventilation ducts.”

That’s right. The source of this smoke, which she had assumed had spread from the initial explosion, was actually the ventilation system. Smoke continued pouring out from the ducts in all directions, even now.

“Ho-san, did you notice?”

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s words, Jeong Ho-san also nodded grimly.

“There’s something mixed into this smoke.”

And this was no ordinary smokescreen. Upon detecting the mana particles floating within, the hunters simultaneously drew upon their mana to protect themselves.

Whoever this villain was, their target was likely the auction items. As hunters who valued their own lives above all else, they held their mana at the ready while holding their breaths.

Unless they could discern what was concealed within this smokescreen, none would recklessly act.

‘They’re being smart about this.’

Do Chae-hee bit her lip.

It was a disaster.

To be completely neutralized by such a trivial smokescreen. Well, even without it, using her abilities amidst the entangled civilians would have been precarious.

“If you’re all just going to cower like that, then stay out of my way! I’ll handle this myself.”

As Kim Myeong-cheol said that and stepped forward, a man’s voice echoed from within the smoke:

“As expected of Master Kim Myeong-cheol, with his fiery spirit.”

Do Chae-hee immediately turned her gaze towards that voice. Kim Myeong-cheol growled menacingly in response:

“Is that you, bastard?”

“The one behind all this? Who knows?”

The man’s tone was disturbingly playful, as if this entire situation meant nothing to him.

As Kim Myeong-cheol drew upon his mana, the man spoke:

“Woah, woah. Do you know what’s mixed into this smoke? If your flames erupt within it, you’ll only be doing me a favor.”

Even the notoriously unrestrained Kim Myeong-cheol couldn’t recklessly act after those words.

His ability was none other than ‘fire.’

If there were any flammable substances mixed into this smokescreen, as the man implied, a single errant spark could potentially engulf this entire area in an inferno.

For the same reason, Do Chae-hee couldn’t fire the gun holstered at her waist either.

“Dammit.”

In the end, Kim Myeong-cheol had no choice but to retreat. All that could be seen amidst the smoke was the grinning mask worn by that man – like a ghostly specter roaming the mists, that eerily glowing mask looked down upon them all.

The man wearing that crudely scrawled grinning mask spoke:

“As long as you all remain still like that, no one will be harmed.”

His voice sounded quite affable, but no one was fooled by that feigned geniality.

Yet there was an undeniable charisma to the man’s words.

“But if anyone, even slightly, draws upon their mana – poof. Everyone present here will die.”

As suspicious as this man was, those words had to be believed.

In an instant, he had rendered everyone here powerless.

“Thank you for your cooperation.”

“Cooperation, my ass.”

Through gritted teeth, Kim Myeong-cheol glared at the smoke-concealed man.

“I’ll ensure the Red Flame Mana Stone is put to good use for the sake of this world.”

Unlike Do Chae-hee, who had already realized the Red Flame Mana Stone had been stolen, the others only now grasped that the Jade had vanished upon hearing the man’s words.

“You bastard!”

Someone’s voice reverberated throughout the auction hall. As the murmurs from the crowd grew increasingly agitated:

“Just who the hell are you?”

Do Chae-hee stepped forward and asked that individual.

Her gaze, capable of piercing even this smokescreen, stared directly at the face hidden behind that mask.

Amidst all these countless hunters, she alone locked eyes with the man concealed by that mask.

“You’ll all come to know my name soon enough. For today, farewell!”

The instant he snapped his fingers, water gushed forth like a waterfall from the spot he had occupied.

“Uwaaah!”

People were swept away by the cascading deluge. The sheer volume completely flooded the auction hall, shattering windows as everything was pushed back by the turbulent currents.

Everyone had become like drowning rats. Yet remarkably, there were no serious injuries.

On the auction stage that man had ravaged, a word was newly etched into the surface – a word that had not been there moments earlier.

Weltschmerz.

“Bastard.”

As the man had said, his name had become known to everyone present here.

* * *

“It refers to a pessimistic, world-weary worldview. Fitting for an edgy middle-schooler to adopt as their name, isn’t it?”

A simple internet search revealed that word carried a twisted meaning befitting the perpetrator’s deranged behavior.

The world must seem quite bleak from that guy’s perspective. Huh? My world is a field of flowers, you say? Filled with rainbows and such? I’m the picture of happiness?

Inwardly, Do Chae-hee scoffed, but the situation was no laughing matter.

“He didn’t just steal the Red Flame Mana Stone. The Vampiric Lord’s Ring was taken too.”

With all the hunters present! Do Chae-hee clutched her throbbing head. Uwaaah, a raging inferno blazed within her.

It was an utter farce.

No other word could describe this ridiculous farce.

Weltschmerz or whatever – no matter how formidable he was, with only a water-based talent, he should have been unable to overcome the hunters gathered there.

But every factor had conspired to let that guy make an absolute mockery of them.

“It was an unavoidable situation.”

“If we had acted, greater damage would have occurred.”

“The security team’s negligence is to blame for allowing him to approach in the first place.”

The hunters were busy covering their own asses, throwing around excuses. Putting their bruised egos aside for the moment.

The shattered, ruined stage was in full view.

Victims entangled and groaning in pain could also be seen here and there.

Damn it all.

Forget leaving on time – overtime was a certainty.

Clutching her pounding headache, Do Chae-hee tightly squeezed her eyes shut.
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When the masked man appeared at the auction hall, Seol Rok-jin, who had been observing from the highest viewing area, unconsciously clenched his fists.

It was that guy.

The one who had made a fool of him not long ago.

While the mask’s material had changed, that ridiculously unfunny grinning visage confirmed it was him.

“Ha.”

Seol Rok-jin laughed.

The smokescreen had obscured even his vision, but from this uppermost vantage point, the man’s movements were clearly visible. The masked individual briefly glanced up towards Seol Rok-jin’s viewing area, as if looking right at him, before turning his gaze back to the stage below.

The stage – yes, this was that man’s stage.

Different from Seol Rok-jin’s chessboard, the man had become the star performer, deftly toying with the people as he pleased.

‘A kindred spirit… perhaps?’

Could one even call such an existence a kindred spirit?

The man’s stage was crude. But therein lay its amusement value – such an unrefined spectacle clashing directly against the world was novel. And yet that very rawness had rendered everyone powerless spectators.

Simultaneously, the information filtering through Lee Hye-won’s eyes was equally entertaining.

“Vice Guild Leader Jin Yeon-hwa. You’ve ended up with egg on your face, it seems.”

Seol Rok-jin couldn’t contain his laughter.

* * *

Even when the explosions and subsequent smokescreen had occurred, Jin Yeon-hwa had been laughing. She had believed that simply deploying her shadow operatives would secure everything for herself. But an unforeseen factor had intervened.

The Red Flame Mana Stone had already been stolen, and all her carefully arranged pieces had become that man’s stage props for a magnificent performance.

Uncharacteristically, Jin Yeon-hwa was flustered.

So flustered that she hadn’t even mobilized her own people.


It was an utter farce.

Yes, she had lost in this battle of wits.

Jin Yeon-hwa exhaled deeply.

“Shall we try apprehending him?”

Those were Lee Hye-won’s words, suggesting they dispatch people to capture that audacious man, even now. But Jin Yeon-hwa shook her head.

“There’s nothing to gain by exposing our full strength now. If the Red Flame Mana Stone remained, perhaps. But it’s already been stolen.”

It was better to simply pin all the blame on that man. Revealing their own capabilities would only be a loss.

Jin Yeon-hwa swiftly organized her thoughts.

“How could he have known?”

The trap had been set barely two hours before the auction commenced. How had he discovered it, and then utilized it like that?

“Could there be a rat among us?”

At Jin Yeon-hwa’s words, Lee Hye-won immediately bowed her head.

“I will investigate.”

“Uh-huh, please do. I’m truly vexed by this incident.”

Saying that, Jin Yeon-hwa drummed her fingers on the armrest.

“I may not know who that bastard is. But this insult must be avenged. Hye-won, find that man by any means necessary, even if we must deploy Sirius’ full capabilities.”

Unbeknownst to himself, Kang Yi-sin had become a hunted man, targeted by Korea’s preeminent guild.

* * *

“Achoo!”

I wiped beneath my nose.


“It’s not even winter yet, but I’m getting strange chills.”

Yet whenever I looked at what I had obtained, I couldn’t help but smile. In my hands was none other than the Red Flame Mana Stone itself.

Just gazing upon it was euphoric.

“Heheheheh.”

And that wasn’t all. Before the operation, Han Seo-hyeon had even managed to swipe the Vampiric Lord’s Ring. Since I had occupied everyone’s attention for an extended period, he had enough time to pilfer both items. As praise, I ruffled Han Seo-hyeon’s hair.

“Well done, well done!”

“Don’t touch my hair!”

“My, so sensitive.”

Ever since the hair salon incident, Han Seo-hyeon had become overly sensitive, adamantly avoiding my touch.

“Ah, look here. Our boy seems to have entered puberty, avoiding my fatherly affections like this.”

I made that remark towards Kim Jae-ho, but he didn’t react at all to my banter. Right, who was I even addressing?

So lonely, so very lonely.

While no one appreciated my witticisms, I was satisfied for now with my abundant spoils, enough to keep me full for quite some time even without eating.

Moreover, there were additional gains as well.

Weltschmerz – the name I had introduced had become immensely famous.

“By the way, what does Weltschmerz even mean? If we’re choosing a team name, we should decide together.”

“I can hardly consult someone who named their summons ‘Rat’ about naming conventions.”

It didn’t hold any deep meaning. I had simply picked an edgy-sounding word. Well, if pressed for its significance:

“Just look at the state of the world right now. It’s an utter mess, isn’t it?”

People might think the world is still livable, but it’s not. The leaders of this nation only care about their own well-being, with no one truly acting in the nation’s interests.


“I’m telling those people that the world you’re living in now is utterly rotten. If things continue like this, the world will be ruined.”

It’s not a joke – it’s the truth. If this trajectory persists, the world will indeed be ruined. So how can I be positive?

“And this is a secret, but eventually, if the world becomes livable again, I plan to disband this ‘Weltschmerz’ organization.”

“…Because you’ll no longer be pessimistic?”

“Exactly, there would be no need for it anymore.”

In other words, it was a temporary organization with an expiration date.

At my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon nodded in understanding.

“Don’t worry, I have a feeling our organization will last quite a loooong time.”

Thanks to this incident, the name ‘Weltschmerz’ had become widely known.

It was only natural, after causing a commotion at an auction attended by countless hunters.

Strictly speaking, despite not actually defeating all those assembled hunters, the world had packaged us as formidable villains. Not that I didn’t intend for such an exaggerated perception, but had the overestimation gone too far?

“It was quite a successful debut performance, wouldn’t you say?”

For villains, image was of paramount importance.

Even the most infamous pirate in history, Blackbeard, had set his hair and beard ablaze to cultivate his fearsome reputation. For villains, image-building was half the battle.

But no matter how well the image was built, or how spectacular the debut, without constant fuel to stoke the flames, one would inevitably be buried in obscurity.

I began operating my phone.

“What are you doing?”

“Registering on the dark web.”

—The dark web?

Even Ray showed interest.

‘The portal site utilized by villains. A villain’s worth has traditionally been judged by whether they have a dark web ID or not, and what tier they rank at.’

I explained the dark web to Ray and Han Seo-hyeon.

Among awakeners, those who committed crimes were termed ‘villains.’ Typically considered scum to be eliminated on sight, these villains had banded together for survival.

The dark web was one such gathering place.

While I intended to maintain Weltschmerz’s aura of mystery, I didn’t plan to remain completely silent either.

Continuous publicity was necessary to gain further renown.

In today’s world, self-promotion was crucial. Not that I intended to do so under my real name, of course.

‘I used to do this a lot in the past. Seol Rok-jin made me engage in extensive viral marketing back then.’

—Viral marketing? What’s that?

‘Just a fancy term for posting malicious comments.’

It was a task Seol Rok-jin had forced upon me. While the humiliation from that time resurfaced, it had made me quite skilled at such endeavors.

I composed a new post:

[Title: Is Weltschmerz, who turned this auction upside down, Top ㄱㄴ material?

They only just debuted it seems, but to cause such an uproar amidst all those hunters, they must be pretty good, right? In my opinion, if they build a bit more of a career, they could make the Top.]

By dropping such bait, the inevitable bickering would ensue below. Awakeners were fundamentally incapable of resisting such ‘VS’ battles.

Had their obsession not evolved from childhood fights comparing lions versus tigers?

—What is this ‘Top’ you speak of?

“People love ranking things, don’t they? ‘Top’ comes from ‘Top Tier’ – it refers to those so exceptional that tiers become meaningless, the best of the best.”

Entering the Top was colloquially termed ‘climbing the ranks.’ Incidentally, the number of villains who had successfully ‘climbed’ in Korea could be counted on one’s fingers. When the Top villainsreached ten members, there was an attempt to collectively term them the ‘Ten Evils,’ but that suggestion swiftly faded due to its poor connotations.

Once those ten were established, at some point the ‘Top’ had shifted to refer to the top echelon among villains – the so-called Top 10, in other words.

To elevate someone new, another had to be dethroned.

How utterly entertaining.

Comments:

Anon: While turning this auction was quite remarkable, isn’t it too soon to compare him to the Top without showing anything else?

Anon: Kekeke This guy’s hilarious. Weltschmerz himself? Some rookie who just debuted can’t be Top.

Anon: Top is a stretch, but among recent newcomers, he seems pretty decent at least?

Anon: Isn’t there someone in the Top who’s been slipping lately? That Butcher has been sloppy and failing missions, so maybe replace him with this guy?

The post had only just gone up, but the bait was already igniting heated discussion.

What foolish people.

For a debutant to even be compared to the Top was already an immense achievement in itself.

In any case, with that piece of bait thrown out, it was time to complete my base.

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth with an exasperated tone:

“You mean after pulling off that audacious auction heist, you’re going to build a house?”

“I’ve only just laid the foundations so far. If winter arrives like this, we’ll freeze to death! And I obtained the Red Flame Mana Stone for a reason.”

“You, you can’t mean…”

“Exactly. To build a house.”

I intended to embed this magic stone, easily worth several billion won, directly into the core of our dwelling.

“I may not know much about construction, but that sounds utterly insane.”

“We’re villains, aren’t we? Everyone will be gunning to kill us. It won’t just be a house – it will be our ultimate shield, our sanctuary to return and rest whenever needed.”

And if annihilation ever came…

No, that was too distant a future to contemplate.

In any case, I planned to construct this place into a perfect haven. To that end, I had done quite a bit of research lately.

Disassembling various obtained products to study their mana circuits, reanalyzing the circuits engraved upon my own body – at the very least, I now had a rough grasp of how mana circuits should be inscribed.

But before building the house itself, I needed to draft the blueprints first.

I entered the cavern where I had prepared the foundations.

The horizontal length of this communal space spanned a full 100 meters. Just the vertical area I had carved out measured over 300 meters.

Wielding a branch, I ran about sketching lines directly onto that massive canvas. Drawing pictures with a stick in such an immense space was unexpectedly enjoyable.

“First, we’ll need individual rooms.”

I called out to Han Seo-hyeon:

“Seo-hyeon-ah, which area would you like?”

“You’re deciding room locations now?”

“Yes.”

Despite his initial indifference at the idea of building a house, once room placements were mentioned, Han Seo-hyeon suddenly adopted a very serious expression as he surveyed the surroundings.

While Han Seo-hyeon deliberated, I decided to first designate the communal areas. The living room and kitchen would undoubtedly be situated in the center – that way, we would cross paths at least a few times daily.

And each of us would likely require additional personal facilities as well.

“You’ll probably need a lab later on, so should I just allocate this corner for that?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes lit up.

“You’ll build me a lab too?”

“Of course. Isn’t that essential for necromancers? You’ll need to store materials and such separately.”

“Just having my own room feels like a dream already.”

“Let’s furnish this place however we like.”

It felt like reverting to childhood giddiness. Swept up in the excitement, I called out to Kim Jae-ho as well:

“You pick a spot you’d like too, from this area.”

Looking at the barren ground, Kim Jae-ho tilted his head in confusion.

“Here? There’s nothing but dirt.”

“For now, but we’ll be building a house right here. So where would you prefer?”

“Anywhere quiet.”

Hmm.

It would be better to have his room right next to mine, so I could keep an eye on him if anything happened. I decided to construct Kim Jae-ho’s room adjacent to my own, with heavy soundproofing installed, of course.

And to accommodate any potential additional members, I planned to include three extra vacant rooms as well.

After roughly allocating the spatial divisions, I began producing bricks. The brick-making process was simple:

Mix mana stone powder with the surrounding soil, then bake it at extremely high temperatures. I would handle the high-heat baking portion myself.

By momentarily superheating the mixture with mana-enhanced firepower, incredibly sturdy bricks were produced.

Now, just one thing remained.

I just needed to make thousands, no, tens of thousands more of these.

Meeting my gaze, Han Seo-hyeon seemed to shudder as if foreseeing his imminent future.
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“This Weltschmerz fellow, you’re talking about that guy, right?”

At Baek Do-san’s words, Professor Geum gulped hard. The ones currently shaking up the world under the name Weltschmerz – how could he not know them? They had openly appeared wearing the mask Professor Geum had gifted. At the very least, it seemed they had no intention of concealing anything from Professor Geum himself.

“Quite entertaining.”

Observing Professor Geum’s reaction, Baek Do-san chuckled as if genuinely amused.

“Truly remarkable individuals.”

Until the day before the auction, no one had known about their existence. But now, most who bore the hunter moniker were aware of them.

Baek Do-san couldn’t recall any other villains who had succeeded in making their names known so instantaneously like this.

“While claiming to be seers, I wonder what compelled them to go to such lengths?”

Baek Do-san had recently succeeded in bringing Director Oh Jun-seok, the person Kang Yi-sin had mentioned, onto his side. And he had come to believe it – that Kang Yi-sin was indeed a seer.

Why? Because even Director Oh himself had been unaware of his daughter’s illness.

Muttering to himself, Professor Geum spoke up:

“According to him, it’s to save the world.”

“Ah, I see he’s still not inclined to share the details.”

With those words, Baek Do-san turned a meaningful gaze towards Professor Geum.

“Yet you’ve been quite generous in providing assistance recently.”

“Well, consider it an investment for the future.”

“An investment without any expectation of returns, it seems.”

“We’ve already received ample returns.”

Professor Geum’s words prompted Baek Do-san to nod in understanding. Identifying the traitor that day, and escaping Seol Rok-jin’s clutches – those alone were lifesaving blessings. And the routes subsequently revealed had proven quite profitable as well.

Enabling smuggling operations through portals, no less.


“Still, you should limit your generosity. While transactions are fine, extending genuine goodwill towards them is risky.”

Professor Geum nodded at Baek Do-san’s warning. It wasn’t solely about the money.

“Whatever that guy is aiming for, the fact that he’s made such a public debut under his own name shows he clearly desires something. And it must be something monumental, to warrant announcing his presence so audaciously through such a commotion. If you continue supporting him, eventually those arrows pointed at him will turn towards you as well.”

Gazing at Professor Geum, Baek Do-san spoke slowly:

“While his actions are certainly entertaining, it’s best to observe the spectacle from a distance.”

In Baek Do-san’s eyes, the path Kang Yi-sin was treading seemed far too perilous.

“We can dip a toe in, but shouldn’t get too close.”

At that warning, Professor Geum nodded in agreement. Yes, this was the appropriate extent of their connection with that group.

“Haha.”

The sudden laughter prompted Professor Geum to turn his head.

“Was there something amusing?”

“My utterly worthless younger brother got fleeced again.”

* * *

Clutching the report she had prepared, Do Chae-hee headed towards the office.

A palpable tension weighed upon her entire being.

And for good reason.

Those who would be receiving Do Chae-hee’s report on the ‘132nd Auction Heist Incident’ were individuals of considerable stature.

And the report Do Chae-hee would be presenting before these esteemed figures was but an empty husk.

‘Dammit.’

She tried to refrain from cursing, but the expletives automatically slipped out – that was how tense she felt.


Was this the same dread felt by a cow being led to the slaughterhouse? A convict marching towards the gallows? With a pallid, haggard expression, Do Chae-hee approached her destination when a man appeared before her.

“Ah, Inspector Do Chae-hee.”

It was Representative Seol Rok-jin. Despite herself, Do Chae-hee’s lips curved upward in response to his greeting.

“Representative Seol Rok-jin.”

He truly was a sight for sore eyes – a radiant smile on that handsome visage seemed to lift the shadows weighing upon her heart.

“Have you come regarding this latest incident?”

“Yes.”

“It seems you’ve been assigned to handle it. From what I’ve heard, it was no simple case. And you were already occupied with the previous matter, were you not?”

At his words expressing concern for her, Do Chae-hee gave an awkward laugh.

It certainly hadn’t been easy. To process this incident, she had spent an entire week without sleep.

While possessing a sturdy awakener physique rated A-class, even she couldn’t avoid accumulated fatigue.

“Haha, these arduous tasks keep piling up one after another.”

She still hadn’t located the suspect ‘Kang Yi-sin’ from the previous illegal dungeon mining case, and now this new incident had occurred. At this rate, being labeled incompetent would be unavoidable.

While the injustice stung, it was also true that she currently lacked any substantial leads.

There was one lingering concern, however.

‘I’m certain I saw Han Seo-hyeon there…’

But his name was omitted from this report. She couldn’t include unverified details.

For a moment, Do Chae-hee debated whether to request assistance from this kind-hearted Representative. But she soon shook her head.

Her ego was too resolute to seek others’ aid when she couldn’t properly handle her own duties.

“Then I wish you strength for the presentation. That’s the best I can offer.”


“No! Your very existence, Representative, is a source of st-strength for me!”

“I appreciate the sentiment, at least.”

Parting ways with Seol Rok-jin at the entrance, Do Chae-hee steeled herself and entered. While her mental state remained utterly dejected despite the preparation, she mustered all her willpower.

Even after finalizing the presentation materials, for ten full minutes she calmly examined the documents she had readied.

Then, one by one, the assembled assemblymen with their bulky backsides began taking their seats – including Seol Rok-jin, who had offered her encouragement earlier.

Do Chae-hee grit her teeth.

Before these individuals, she would have to properly convey everything she had uncovered.

But as the presentation progressed, her shoulders only sagged further.

“The identity of Weltschmertz is estimated to be male. However, since he wore a mask and the smokescreen concealed his body, the possibility of it being a female using voice modulation cannot be completely ruled out. His talent seems to be water-related, but the method used to steal the Red Flame Mana Stone involved summoning a skeleton, so…”

Even before she could finish, a question was flung her way.

“That’s preposterous, isn’t it? You claim to have witnessed it directly, Inspector Do, but there was supposedly dense smoke obscuring the entire scene!”

With a sigh, Do Chae-hee explained:

“Among my talents is the passive skill ‘Eagle Eye.’ No smokescreen can obstruct my vision.”

“Then let’s assume this fellow truly did summon a skeleton, as you claim. You also stated he unleashed a water deluge. Is it possible for one person to wield two completely contradictory talents like that?”

Which was why Do Chae-hee was doubting whether the skeleton summoner had truly been the masked man.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had appeared at the scene – he possessed a necromancer’s talents. Could the skeleton’s summoning have been a coincidence?

But…

‘It’s all conjecture.’

Do Chae-hee bit her lip.

“Is there no one else who can corroborate this evidence?”

“That’s enough. Let’s just hear what you’ve uncovered so far.”

At one Representative’s words, Do Chae-hee haltingly continued:

“A-After the incident, I attempted to secure evidence by canvassing the area and reviewing CCTV footage.”

In truth, this was the bigger issue. Despite witnessing everything firsthand, Do Chae-hee had been unable to uncover anything substantial afterward.

She had reviewed the CCTV footage from that day and continued the neighborhood investigation, but nothing suspicious had emerged. Whoever the perpetrator was, they had perfectly exploited the CCTV blindspots and aroused no suspicion from bystanders.

Moreover, regarding that device pre-installed in the ventilation duct – she had received definitive confirmation that no anomalies had been detected during the inspection conducted three hours before the auction commenced.

“Doesn’t that imply internal assistance was involved?”

“You still haven’t ascertained that?”

At that question, Do Chae-hee tightened her grip on the report in her hands.

‘What support? I was completely alone in this!’

The entire Awakener Crimes Team only had five personnel. The remaining members had been assigned to patrols or dispatched to other scenes.

Do Chae-hee had undoubtedly been occupied with her own duties as well. Unable to neglect those responsibilities, she had spent nights investigating this case.

Yet even after a whole week of sleepless nights, she had been unable to properly document that perpetrator’s details.

Because she knew nothing about him.

This case had clearly exceeded her capabilities.

But those who had assigned her this task showed no inclination to consider her circumstances. She had merely been set up as a bulletproof human shield.

“The Awakener Crime Division, you say? What use are they if they can’t even identify awakener-related crimes like this?”

At those words, Do Chae-hee’s eyes reddened. As much as she didn’t want to cry, hearing such remarks inevitably drained all her strength.

Damn it, did they know how much effort she had poured into this? She had given her utmost, even risking death. Why were they saying such things?

It was then that Seol Rok-jin stepped forward.

“Which is precisely why the Awakener Crimes Team requires greater support, doesn’t it?”

“Representative Seol, what are you saying?”

“We’ve entered an era where the so-called ‘villains’ are running rampant. Just look at this recent incident. Countless hunters were present at the scene, yet not a single one acted. No, they couldn’t act, for fear of civilian casualties unlike the villains.”

Seol Rok-jin continued:

“They lack legal authority. So they can only respond passively to awakener-related crimes. To properly address such crimes, stronger laws, systems, and commensurate support are necessary. We can’t continue relying solely on individual capabilities forever.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee clenched her fists tightly, her gratitude nearly bringing her to tears.

Truthfully, as an awakener herself, Do Chae-hee did sometimes feel uncomfortable with Representative Seol Rok-jin’s anti-awakener rhetoric.

But from her frontline experiences, she had come to acknowledge his perspective. Villains were indeed that difficult to contend with – it was understandable for non-awakeners to fear them.

In response to Seol Rok-jin’s statement, the assembled assemblymen cleared their throats awkwardly.

“In the midst of this report, such comments are rather inappropriate…”

“I believe they are appropriate words. My apologies if they interrupted the Inspector’s report.”

“No!”

Do Chae-hee shook her head. Had it not been for Seol Rok-jin’s intervention, she would have endured far harsher recrimination.

Taking a deep breath, the emboldened Do Chae-hee spoke up:

“Do you know how many personnel were assigned to handle this case?”

“How would we know?”

“Just me, alone.”

Her words cast a pall of silence over the conference room. Surveying them all, Do Chae-hee continued:

“The entire Awakener Crimes Team only has a measly five members. Three of them are still deployed at other scenes. I was the only one with the capacity to take on a case without casualties.”

Not that she was the only higher-ranked awakener available to handle such incidents in the first place. But this was the crux of the issue – the Awakener Crimes Team was sorely understaffed.

“Representative Seol Rok-jin is correct. I alone am struggling to cope.”

“Hah, is this just an excuse because your abilities are lacking?”

Grinding her teeth, Do Chae-hee retorted:

“Of course, I acknowledge my own inadequacies. But without proper resources and support from the outset, there is nothing that can be accomplished.”

Bnag! Slamming her fist on the table, Do Chae-hee shouted:

“Just what am I supposed to do? Tell me! Spending a whole week’s worth of nights, all by myself!”

She had lost her composure.

But she could no longer contain herself. If they intended to dismiss her, then dismiss her! No, they might not even have that authority.

“I-Inspector Do Chae-hee! Why are you acting like this?”

“I’m going insane! I want to capture that bastard too, no matter what! But! I don’t have the time!”

At that moment, the door opened and Park Cheol-wan appeared, his face drained of color. It seemed someone had alerted him about Do Chae-hee’s outburst.

“Do Chae-hee! Come out, right now!”

“I refuse!”

“Tsk!”

Despite her refusal, Park Cheol-wan forcibly dragged her outside.

The assemblymen could only watch her with stunned expressions.

* * *

“Have you lost your mind?”

“Yes.”

Do Chae-hee was unapologetic.

“It was a maddening situation.”

“Haah.”

Letting out a deep sigh, Park Cheol-wan spoke:

“Representative Seol has submitted a bill for the next Assembly session.”

The Awakener Crimes Team was already a relatively independent organization. But it still operated within the framework of the police force. The bill proposed by Seol Rok-jin aimed to shatter that constraint.

“To establish it as a completely separate agency. Moreover, this reform is scheduled to proceed quite swiftly. You’re aware that based on the previous and current incidents, Representative Seol has garnered significant public support, right? Everyone understands the need to provide more resources to the Awakener Crimes Team.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee nodded.

“Representative Seol Rok-jin is slated to assume an oversight role for this new organization. But not just oversight – he will serve as our shield.”

The more she heard, the more Do Chae-hee’s gaze dropped towards the floor.

“And then you had this outburst today?”

“I’m, I’m sorry.”

Glancing sideways at Do Chae-hee’s face, Park Cheol-wan asked:

“Have you been getting any sleep at all?”

“None for the past week.”

“For today, just go rest.”

“But…”

“You need to take care of yourself to handle this work.”

Do Chae-hee bit her lip.

Her desire was to apprehend all the criminals, but she currently lacked the means. She was still far too powerless.

“This Weltschmerz, or whatever his name is, he’ll likely show up again soon. For someone who made such a flashy debut, his ego must be immense. And what does an immense ego signify?”

“It means he won’t hesitate to commit further crimes.”

“Exactly. You know the saying I always repeat?”

Nodding at Park Cheol-wan’s words, Do Chae-hee answered:

“Evil never flees.”

She etched those words deeply into her heart.

Next time, she wouldn’t be so powerless.
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“We need to complete the base before winter arrives.”

The tent Han Seo-hyeon and I had been using as accommodation was long past its prime. Well, it hadn’t been intended as a permanent residence in the first place.

It was now late September. The term ‘late summer’ could no longer aptly describe the current season. Just last week, the daytime heat had been sweltering enough to induce perspiration, but now outerwear of considerable thickness was required to ward off the chill.

Winter’s arrival would be swift.

And in this uninhabited mountainous region, the cold would only intensify.

Hence, we needed to construct the base beforehand.

The issue was its sheer, excessive scale.

“With only three of us, isn’t this overkill?”

I grumbled that complaint to Ray. Not without reason, for the foundational size Ray had specified was utterly preposterous.

—Didn’t I tell you already? This is all because you’re so lacking. Inscribing mana circuits is an immensely arduous task. Even more challenging than that is compactly condensing those mana circuits.

Ray’s lecturing bombardment continued unabated.

—And with your lofty demands! Completely concealing all traces, shielding any disturbances, and the facilities – they must be perfected like some high-end hotel resort!

“Well, it is meant to serve as a long-term base.”

—Exactly, it’s all because of your excessive greed. So stop complaining and just get it done!

Exhaling a deep sigh at Ray’s words, I supposed it was a relief he hadn’t outright declared it impossible.

In any case, following Ray’s specifications required constructing a base nearly matching this cavern’s immense size. At the very least, that scale would be necessary to properly engrave the mana circuits.

Han Seo-hyeon, the skeleton, and I diligently mixed and produced the bricks.

While only I could bake the mana stone components, anyone could assist with the other aspects.

I had tried involving Kim Jae-ho as well, but he simply fled into the forest.

Seeing that, it was only natural for Han Seo-hyeon to throw a tantrum.


‘I won’t lend you Rat anymore!’ or ‘I won’t treat you like a hyung anymore!’ Despite his supposed curses, coming from him they sounded more like adorable petulant outbursts than actual threats.

“It’s strange, just a few days ago our auction heist seemed so impressive.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s lament, I remarked:

“They say even swans, as elegant as they appear on the surface, are furiously paddling beneath the water to stay afloat.”

“Is this really comparable to that?”

“How is it different? The point is, tremendous unseen efforts must always be invested to create a single performance. Or did you intend to turn down such unglamorous tasks?”

Han Seo-hyeon fell silent after that.

—Did you use your talents on him?

‘I don’t need any talents to handle a childish tantrum like that.’

Perhaps feeling guilty upon seeing our disheveled states, Kim Jae-ho did occasionally assist with the work, but only briefly. As soon as he had carried a few loads of soil, he would vanish into the distance once more.

Seeing that, Han Seo-hyeon would leap about in frustration, but Kim Jae-ho never returned.

For an entire week, we did nothing but eat, sleep, bicker, and produce bricks.

Over that span of roughly one week, the three of us – myself, Han Seo-hyeon, and the skeleton who didn’t require sleep – had churned out nearly 200,000 bricks, manufacturing one brick every six seconds, excluding rest periods. Well, the skeleton likely produced even more without needing sleep breaks.

“I can’t do this anymore…”

Leaving those words behind, Han Seo-hyeon collapsed backwards and immediately began snoring. For someone with his frail stamina, this had truly reached his limits.

I glanced at the skeleton standing beside the unconscious Han Seo-hyeon. As if guarding him, the skeleton remained unmoving by his side.

“Alright, I guess it’s just me now.”

In solemn silence, I began stacking the bricks atop the outline I had previously sketched on the ground.

The bricks blended with mana stone powder clung together like magnets. Infusing them with mana solidified their structures into an extremely sturdy form. There was no need for additional insulation or heat dissipation measures – this base constructed from those bricks would essentially become a colossal artifact itself.

As I meticulously stacked the completed bricks, I began engraving mana circuits upon their surfaces. My mana bracelet vibrated, unleashing its power.


Simultaneously, a sizzling sound akin to roasting flesh reached my ears.

I gazed dispassionately at my seared forearm.

‘Hmm.’

Despite the visibly charred skin, I felt no pain.

The maximum number of talents – in other words, mana circuits – I could activate simultaneously was two.

One for channeling mana from the bracelet.

And the second for engraving the circuits into the bricks.

Which meant I lacked the capacity to enhance my fire resistance and protect my arm. Over the countless bricks that required superheating, I had silently sacrificed that limb.

While I did boost my regenerative abilities after each work session to heal the damage, repeatedly drawing upon my mana before the wounds could fully recover had led to this state. I had lost most sensation in that area. But it wasn’t too bad. Better than enduring that excruciating agony, at least.

—Until you acquire Super Regeneration, your arm will remain in that condition.

“How many strokes was Super Regeneration again?”

—Three. Realistically, you’d need four strokes to properly utilize it, but I’ve simplified it as much as possible to that level.

“I see.”

Brute-forcing increased mana output wouldn’t suffice, it seemed.

In any case, once more time passed and Ray’s capabilities were further unlocked, or my own processing power improved, I could likely restore this mangled arm.

“Is there even a need to heal it? As long as it remains functional…”

—You really are… speaking like a grizzled war veteran who has spent decades on the battlefield. Your body in your previous life must have been perfectly intact.

“I’m merely stating facts. Even if healed through Super Regeneration, the pain would persist, wouldn’t it?”

The ideal solution would be artifact enhancement, but I lacked that level of skill. And for now, I lacked the leisure as well. So it might be better to simply continue like this for the time being.

—I can’t tell if you’re being admirably positive or not.


Moreover, it wasn’t as if I had gained nothing in the process.

From recklessly expending so much mana, it seemed the mana circuit pathways within my body had expanded considerably. What had previously felt like a two-lane road now resembled a four-lane highway. Thanks to that, the volume of mana I could manipulate simultaneously had increased as well.

While the maximum number of talents I could activate remained two, I could wield those two talents far more adeptly now.

—Well, of course. The mana pathways engraved into your body can be trained, since they’re part of your physique. Although there are limits to your paltry growth foundation.

And there Ray went with the complaints again. Even after accepting me as his owner, he harbored quite a few grievances.

In any case, did this imply my talents could continue developing? Well, considering the myriad mana circuits etched into my body, further study did seem necessary.

The only mana circuit I fully comprehended was my initial awakened talent, ‘Truthful Lie.’ That one was so deeply ingrained that I had even managed to visualize it.

But the remaining circuits were different. While able to somehow manifest talents through Ray’s cheat assistance despite lacking fundamental understanding of mana circuits, it was a mere surface-level grasp.

True skill ultimately depended on how adeptly one could utilize their talents – in other words, the mana circuits etched into their body.

That was why even awakeners blessed with extraordinary talents often started off quite inept.

Which was why, unable to overcome this adaptation hurdle, quite a few awakeners had perished. Not those with A-rank potential or higher, of course – before talents of that overwhelming caliber, everything became meaningless…

‘Hmm, when was it that Yoo Seon-je and Bing Mary had died?’

Counting back in my mind, I confirmed there was still ample time remaining.

I would need to prioritize this pressing task first, then shift my efforts in that direction as well.

S-rank potential awakeners were precious resources. Not because of any innate virtue, but Yoo Seon-je in particular leaned closer to the positive side. Which meant he absolutely had to be saved.

I glanced sideways at Han Seo-hyeon, sprawled unconscious on the ground.

Saving Han Seo-hyeon hadn’t been part of my original plans. In my previous life, there had been no ‘Han Seo-hyeon,’ nor any instances of a Korean necromancer’s activities. So Han Seo-hyeon was likely… Well, whatever his past circumstances, they wouldn’t arise this time.

Enough idle speculation. I resumed engraving the circuits once more.

* * *

While I inscribed the circuits into the bricks, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho decided to undergo training. Or more accurately, Han Seo-hyeon was relentlessly attacking Kim Jae-ho in a one-sided assault.

Despite appearing completely inert, Kim Jae-ho had been artificially engineered into a human weapon through repeated physical modifications since childhood. Naturally, his very bodily composition far surpassed ordinary humans – likely on par with a 6-Circle physical enhancement awakener.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had only just begun doing sets of one hundred squats, stood no chance against such an opponent.

“Hiyaah!”

In contrast to Han Seo-hyeon’s sweat and soil-stained disarray, Kim Jae-ho remained pristinely neat.

Even when the skeleton joined the pursuit, they still couldn’t lay a finger on Kim Jae-ho’s collar.

Observing that scene, I returned my attention to engraving the mana circuits into the bricks. This damnable unending task – would there truly come a day when it was finally completed? Or would the world’s demise arrive first at this rate?

—Stop those pointless musings and focus. No matter how much I assist, if your mental concentration lapses, the strain will become unbearable.

“Understood.”

I minimized even sleep. By diverting mana to alleviate fatigue whenever I rested, a single hour of sleep per day was sufficient to function. The mental exhaustion was immense, but I endured and persevered.

Another week passed in that manner.

At last, the arduous task of engraving mana circuits into those interminable bricks had concluded. Relocating the plumbing facilities and bathroom from our previous campsite, along with basic furnishings, the skeletal framework of our dwelling was now in place.

Next, it was time to breathe life into this structure.

Gripping the Red Flame Mana Stone, I stood upright.

Gulping hard, Han Seo-hyeon asked me:

“Are you really going to use that here?”

“Yes.”

Despite its multi-billion won valuation, I unhesitatingly levitated the precious magic stone without a moment’s doubt.

“No matter what happens, don’t approach or interfere with me.”

“U-Understood.”

Despite his clearly reluctant expression, Han Seo-hyeon nodded obediently.

His gaze might have bordered on insolence, but he wouldn’t actually intervene. He was an obedient one who heeded my words.

With a faint smile, I regained my solemn demeanor and faced forward.

—Are you truly intending to proceed?

Ray’s doubting words attempted to dissuade me.

—This is a tenuous endeavor even for your capabilities. Rein in your ambitions.

‘Saying it’s tenuous implies it’s still possible, doesn’t it?’

—Even a slight misstep could twist all the mana circuits throughout your entire body. The mana pathways you’ve only just reinforced could be completely shredded apart.

‘I’ll do it properly, properly.’

Ignoring Ray’s caution, I extended my hands forward.

Whether it ended in life or death, I had no choice but to proceed.
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The levitating Red Flame Mana Stone radiated a brilliant glow.

Within that fist-sized magic stone, mana flowed like flickering flames.

The Red Flame Mana Stone itself was practically an artifact.

Its name might misleadingly imply a fire-attribute magic stone at first glance, but this had been discovered in the Village of Vampires.

Why would a magic stone born from the bodies of vampires who had drained the blood of thousands, if not tens of thousands of humans, be associated with flames?

Moreover, the Chinese character ‘yeom’ in its name did not refer to the ‘yeom (炎)’ meaning ‘blaze,’ but rather the ‘yeom (念)’ implying human sentiments and obsessions.

Typically, a magic stone took on attributes matching the monster that had harbored it.

The fears and terrors consumed by that monster-

That was the essence cultivated within this magic stone.

—If this were crafted into an artifact, it would make for a terribly ominous weapon. It clearly craves human blood.

‘Yes, which is precisely why it must not be fashioned into a weapon. That thing would inevitably cause untold disasters if unleashed.’

While its name ‘Red Flame Mana Stone’ hadn’t rung any bells initially, upon direct contact I realized the subsequent truth.

That a staff later created from this mana stone would be stolen by a top-tier villain, triggering all sorts of catastrophic incidents.

Which was why I intended to utilize it here instead.

—You expect to get any sleep with something like this above your head? It practically reeks of nightmares.

‘They say clenching your fists prevents scissors from stabbing you.’

—What bizarre nonsense is that now?

Admittedly, constructing a dwelling from such an ominous material might invite spiritual torments. But if we could instead harness those haunting forces as our own defensive shields?

Would that not prove a remarkably useful application?

Calmly channeling my mana into the magic stone, I slowly knelt and pressed my hands to the ground.


Upon this earth, and across the countless brick surfaces, were the mana circuits I had spent an entire sleepless week engraving – managing less than eight hours of rest in total.

The airborne magic stone would serve as the tolling bell.

By striking that bell, the resulting ripples would stimulate the mana circuits throughout my body and all those connected to me.

The mana circuits gradually began linking as one cohesive network. Progress was sluggish due to the sheer scale involved, but it was undoubtedly proceeding.

Like water filling a channel, mana began seeping into the engraved mana circuits.

To saturate this colossal canvas, the mana within my body alone was woefully inadequate. I simultaneously drew upon all the mana stone powder packed into my bracelet.

“Kuhk.”

The strain overloaded my body. Even with Ray’s assistance in shouldering the burden upon the mana circuits, it was still immensely taxing.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

Pulsing like a human heartbeat, the Red Flame Mana Stone’s reverberations soon propagated throughout the entire engraved mana circuit network.

And now was the moment.

I activated the mana circuits etched into the dwelling itself. The mana within my body served as the ignition spark to ‘activate’ this entire mana circuit array.

An agonizing trauma beyond comparison flooded my every fiber.

“Uughh.”

Despite clenching my lips tightly, the searing torment – as if my flesh, my bodily mana circuits, my very veins were boiling – was beyond my solitary capacity to endure.

Blood vessels ruptured throughout my body, gushing crimson from every orifice.

—Endure it! You’re almost there!

Had it not been for Ray’s voice, I might have lost consciousness. Barely holding on, I strained the last of my willpower to complete the mana linkage.


The mana originating from my hands flowed through the levitating magic stone, then surged along the circuits etched into the bricks.

A perfect, seamless stream of mana.

The instant that flow was established, a prompt window materialized before my eyes:

=====

Haunted House / B-Rank

—–

Residential・Multi-Family Dwelling

Owned by Kang Yi-sin

A multi-family residence constructed from bricks baked from soil and the Red Flame Mana Stone.

Crudely finished workmanship resulted in a rank deduction.

Utilizes the Red Flame Mana Stone as its core to perpetually activate Concealment, Cloaking, and Confusion effects.

Registered cohabitants are exempted from these effects.

Extremely durable, self-repairing by drawing upon the magic stone’s mana if more than 60% remains intact.

Plumbing and electricity installed.

Comprises 5 Rooms/1 Kitchen/1 Living Room/3 Bathrooms.

=====

Its construction was complete.

I collapsed backwards onto the ground.

“Boss! Are you alright?”

Han Seo-hyeon rushed over in alarm.


“Hahaha!”

Despite being ranked down to B due to the subpar finishing work, this dwelling’s potential was ridiculously promising.

‘Concealment,’ ‘Cloaking,’ and finally, ‘Confusion’ – all three intended functions had been successfully incorporated, just as I had envisioned.

To any outsider, this cavern would merely appear as an impassable cliffside. Anyone who breached that facade would be assailed by horrifying illusions.

Ordinary mental fortitude would render approaching nigh impossible.

I had succeeded – the vision within my mind had been fully realized.

Even if the current state resembled nothing more than a bare-bones ramshackle hovel, I had created it.

A sanctuary where we could all be safe, impervious to casual trespass.

And with that achievement, I collapsed in a gush of blood, rendered unconscious.

* * *

It took two full days before I regained consciousness.

When I opened my eyes, Han Seo-hyeon sat kneeling before me, his eyes swollen and puffy.

“Uwaah, I thought you were going to die right then and there. The blood, nearly a whole bowl’s worth gushed out, I’d say.”

To have shown such a gruesome sight to the poor child who had only recently lost his own brother. I sheepishly scratched the back of my head in apology. Not that I had intended it, but then again, perhaps I had.

“My apologies.”

“It’s alright. Just eat something.”

After replenishing myself with the unappetizing porridge Han Seo-hyeon had prepared, I rose and inspected the dwelling we had constructed.

“There’s nothing here yet. I just brought over some stuff from the tent to furnish it a bit.”

As Han Seo-hyeon said, the interior remained completely bare.

Having only erected the brick framework, it lacked any wall coverings or decor, leaving it hollowly empty. In truth, it could scarcely be called a proper ‘dwelling’ yet.

Without any lighting installations, that gloomy darkness hardly qualified as a livable residence.

“We’ll need lighting too.”

Electricity could be provided by channeling the magic stone’s mana permeating this area.

“The walls need proper finishing work as well.”

I paced about, listing the necessary tasks.

“And we should lay down tiling for the floors.”

“You’re really going all out with this, aren’t you?”

“Well, I only just erected the basic structure before collapsing. It’s still far from being a proper home.”

Surveying our surroundings, I remarked:

“Yes, it may be severely lacking and barren for now. But this is our home from now on.”

From the orphanage where I had lived, to the academy dormitories where I had scavenged scraps, even the goshiwon where I had crashed between side gigs, and the extravagant wealth showered upon me under Seol Rok-jin’s employ – not once had I ever felt a sense of having an actual ‘home.’

But now, I finally had a place where I could truly settle my heart.

—You’re not bothered by its name, ‘Haunted House?’

‘On the contrary, that makes it even better.’

I stepped outside.

I was resonating with this magic stone. This dwelling acknowledged me as its master. And it would extend that same recognition to Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho, who accompanied me.

But for anyone else, for all others, it would present a terrifying nightmare.

The moment they attempted entry, they would experience the full depths of its ‘Haunted House’ moniker.

Which was why I found this dwelling so endearing.

Throughout my life, I had only been trampled underfoot by others.

Before Seol Rok-jin, there had been those academy bastards. And prior to them, the orphanage assholes.

This world had never willingly granted me anything.

But this dwelling was different. From the bricks comprising its very foundations to the final construction – my own hands had touched every aspect.

How could I not feel affection for it?

From this place, I would begin.

I would tear down Seol Rok-jin, topple those corrupted leaders ruining this world.

* * *

Clap clap clap.

Thunderous applause erupted as blinding camera flashes illuminated the scene. Straining against the glaring lights, Do Chae-hee forced a smile.

Such formal settings were still unfamiliar territory for her. She wanted nothing more than to immediately flee this place, but the burdens now weighing upon her prevented any such thoughts.

And so she obediently posed for the photographers, playing the role of a gracious lady.

It didn’t take long before her benefactor, the one who had elevated her to this position, ascended the stage bearing an extravagant bouquet of flowers.

“Congratulations.”

At Representative Seol Rok-jin’s words, Do Chae-hee nodded.

“You’ve finally gained complete independence.”

The Awakener Crimes Team, previously under the prosecution’s jurisdiction, had now been restructured into an entirely separate Awakener Crimes Department. With this organizational overhaul, Do Chae-hee, formerly just a team member, could properly establish her own dedicated team.

Moreover, their authority had been significantly bolstered by the political sphere’s unequivocal push to empower this new Awakener Crimes Department.

Undoubtedly, Representative Seol Rok-jin’s influence had driven this sweeping reform. He had been vocal in supporting her under the banner of combating the recent surge in awakener-related crimes.

Ironically, the catalyst behind all these developments had been that very Weltschmerz who had caused an uproar even at the auction. Without that incident, it might have taken another year or more to spur these slothful assemblymen into action.

Of course, Do Chae-hee harbored no gratitude towards that culprit. But it was indeed ironic how his provocations had unleashed this whirlwind of change.

Setting aside those thoughts, Do Chae-hee accepted the bouquet Seol Rok-jin handed her.

“Thank you.”

“I anticipate even greater achievements from you.”

Nodding at Seol Rok-jin’s words, Do Chae-hee forced a smile as the reporters incessantly snapped photos of the two together. If allowing herself to be exploited like this aided Seol Rok-jin’s influence, she could endure it.

Seol Rok-jin whispered apologetically:

“My apologies for entangling you in politics on a day that should be solely celebratory.”

“Not at all. You have provided me invaluable assistance. It’s only natural that I reciprocate in whatever way I can.”

Seol Rok-jin was a good person. The more his influence grew, the better this world would become.

That was what she believed.

“Then I wish you perseverance in your endeavors.”

“Yes! The same to you, Representative!”

Do Chae-hee bowed deeply towards Seol Rok-jin’s retreating figure. Afterward, she endured further photo sessions with various unrecognizable assemblymen, interviews with numerous media outlets, and recited the obligatory platitudes devoid of substance.

Only then was she finally liberated.

“I thought I would die from how tedious that was.”

Once all the reporters had departed, Do Chae-hee could freely vent her grievances.

While a necessary formality she had grudgingly tolerated, an indescribable sense of self-loathing still lingered.

Yet that single bout of playing the fool had yielded considerable gains.

Now, she and Park Cheol-wan no longer answered to the prosecution’s authority.

As a completely independent department, they would possess autonomous investigative and arrest powers.

But despite this long-awaited positive development, her expression remained somber.

The very target she needed to apprehend with these new powers had completely vanished without a trace.

“As if he just vanished into some remote mountain region, never to emerge again.”

Damn that bastard. Inwardly cursing, Do Chae-hee inadvertently muttered aloud:

“If only he would give us some leads…”

Essentially pleading for the criminal to commit further crimes, but how else could she apprehend him without any leads unless she possessed actual precognitive abilities?

Evil never ceased.

It merely waited.

But for how long?

Spewing vile curses under her breath, Do Chae-hee vowed to capture that fiend with her own hands, no matter what.
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Despite completing the dwelling, there was a problem.

“We’re broke.”

“Huh?”

Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes widened in confusion.

“We robbed that auction not too long ago, didn’t we?”

Right, we were the culprits behind that auction heist that had caused such an uproar worldwide. There, we had successfully stolen two priceless items worth billions of won. For us to be penniless after that seemed scarcely believable.

“It’s only been two weeks!”

“We didn’t sell those items. Plus, I spent all the money I had saved while constructing this place and furnishing the interior. It was depleted just from buying that sofa you’re lounging on.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell agape.

“You, you spent it all?”

“Yes.”

From the outset, my finances had been rather limited. While I had invested with Baek Do-san’s group, there was no telling when I would receive those investment returns. In any case, we were currently destitute.

I had even seriously contemplated selling the Vampiric Lord’s Ring.

“So what do we do? Don’t we need to find some work? Ah! Maybe we could take requests on the dark web or something?”

I shook my head.

It had only been two weeks since I had promoted the Weltschmerz name on the dark web. That name was now gradually solidifying into an entity of its own. The feat of outmaneuvering all those hunters to steal two artifacts had garnered quite a decent reputation.

Moreover, in those subsequent two weeks, no one had been able to uncover Weltschmerz’s true identity – further enhancing our aura of mystique.

If we accepted some shoddy request under that name now?

The image I had painstakingly cultivated over those two weeks would instantly plummet into ruin. Such an outcome was absolutely unacceptable.

“Then what are we supposed to do?”


“We’ll have to pillage from the wicked instead. And perhaps earn some money in the process.”

“Will we be raiding illegal gates again like last time?”

Raiding illegal gates would certainly yield funds, but there was an issue.

“It might be perceived as Kang Yi-sin’s doing, not Weltschmerz’s.”

“Well, Weltschmerz is you, Boss, right? Kang Yi-sin.”

“To be precise, Weltschmerz is our organization’s name, not my personal alias. Plus, I’d like to conceal my involvement within this organization for as long as possible.”

“Isn’t it fine as long as we don’t get caught?”

“Hmm, I suppose. But I’d prefer not leaving even the slightest risk, if possible.”

The one pursuing those two cases was none other than the tenacious Do Chae-hee, dubbed the ‘Demon of Perseverance.’ While others might overlook the details, Do Chae-hee could potentially piece together the fragments into a clearer picture.

Not now, but eventually, I couldn’t risk her discovering that Kang Yi-sin equaled Weltschmerz.

“Then where are you thinking of hitting?”

“There was one place that had been concerning me.”

Not particularly lucrative, or perhaps even more costly, but a location that couldn’t be ignored for the future’s sake.

I addressed Han Seo-hyeon:

“Remember when I explained Kim Jae-ho’s situation to you before?”

“Um, yes.”

I had previously informed Han Seo-hyeon that Kim Jae-ho was no ordinary human – kidnapped as a child, subjected to various inhumane experiments and modifications, then sold into slavery.

Which was why his behaviors seemed so awkward and stunted, I had said. Be understanding.

“I’m thinking of paying a visit to the place that turned Jae-ho into what he is now.”

A location I had to go, for the sake of saving this world.


“Huhhh.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open in shock.

“Do you know where that place is?”

“Roughly.”

I raised my voice deliberately, ensuring the one eavesdropping on our conversation could hear as well.

“So, would you like to go there?”

Kim Jae-ho’s gaze met mine, his sunken eyes appearing pitch black.

“I intend to utterly demolish that place. To thoroughly cleanse it, ensuring such atrocities can never occur again.”

Han Seo-hyeon gulped hard, finally realizing who I was discussing this for.

“And if there are any poor children trapped there, forced into unwilling circumstances, I’ll rescue them.”

“Rescue them?”

“And help them live their own lives.”

“How?”

The one who had just questioned me wasn’t Han Seo-hyeon. Somehow, Kim Jae-ho had silently approached until he stood right before me.

“How would you help them?”

At my counter-question, Kim Jae-ho scrunched his face in contemplation.

“I don’t really know that place. I’ve only seen and heard things, never experienced it myself. So I’m not sure how to deal with those people – those beasts who have abandoned their humanity.”

I wasn’t certain whether Kim Jae-ho grasped the concept of vengeance or not.

But one thing was clear – he harbored hatred towards them.

Otherwise, he wouldn’t be making such an expression towards me.


“If you come along, you could show me how best to handle them.”

Kim Jae-ho mouthed my words silently to himself.

“How best to handle them…”

“Exactly.”

Kim Jae-ho didn’t know how to live in this world. Always following others’ commands, he was oblivious to his own desires. Whispering about some greater purpose would hold no meaning for him.

But this, this was his own personal matter.

Perhaps by going there, he might discover his own aspirations for how to live.

After tilting his head contemplatively, Kim Jae-ho spoke:

“I think… I want to kill them.”

Kim Jae-ho declared his intent, and I nodded in affirmation.

“Yes.”

In his previous life, Kim Jae-ho had killed countless people.

But never once had it been of his own volition.

Perhaps starting from this wouldn’t be a bad way to begin.

Observing our exchange, Han Seo-hyeon remarked:

“Is, is this really okay?”

“It’s fine.”

“To so casually discuss killing people… Well, they may be bastards, but still.”

I wasn’t a good person. Despite claiming to save the world from ruin, I didn’t believe a path of mutual coexistence that preserved everyone was possible.

Because this world contained far too many evildoers.

“If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon flinched.

“No, I’m going too! I’m definitely going…”

“No, I’m being sincere. You don’t have to come.”

It wasn’t a test. I genuinely wanted to confirm Han Seo-hyeon’s intentions. Truthfully, I even hoped he wouldn’t accompany us.

“That place was the site of horrific human experimentation. You’ll likely witness many disturbing sights.”

Despite my warning, Han Seo-hyeon awkwardly laughed and said:

“But I’m a necromancer.”

“Hmm.”

Certainly, he would be accustomed to death. But the issue there wouldn’t be death itself. Rather, the living could prove more problematic – as I had mentioned ‘physical modifications,’ inhuman monsters would undoubtedly lurk there as well.

“Plus, I’ve been a bit unusual since childhood. No matter how cruel or disgusting, I never really felt anything when witnessing such things.”

Add a creepy ‘kukuku’ laughter, and he would perfectly embody an edgy middle-schooler. But Han Seo-hyeon’s expression remained utterly impassive as he spoke those words.

Not a delayed onset of some condition, but an actual fact.

Well, as a necromancer, recoiling from every corpse would have been highly impractical. So it wasn’t strange for him to be born with such an even-tempered disposition. But that place had harbored truly inhumane individuals.

Even I had vomited multiple times upon later viewing the photographic evidence.

Han Seo-hyeon was still a minor.

No matter that he had set foot onto the path of villainy by following me, there were still some things I wished to protect him from.

“You’re not allowed inside the laboratory itself. You’ll be providing rear support.”

“Uh! Again this time too?”

“Yes, this time as well.”

Speaking solemnly, I warned Han Seo-hyeon:

“Don’t enter any areas I forbid. Using Rat for scouting is also prohibited.”

“Tsk.”

During the auction, the skeleton had needed line-of-sight to the Red Flame Mana Stone for the theft. But now, there was no such requirement.

I only needed his assistance for the initial infiltration, after which I planned to completely relegate him to the rear.

Han Seo-hyeon was still too weak. While I had recently been providing him training, it hadn’t been that long since he had started.

I couldn’t bring him into those unknown underground depths.

Seeing Han Seo-hyeon’s disgruntled expression, I remarked:

“Do you even realize how feeble you still are?”

His sullen face revealed his wounded pride, but Han Seo-hyeon still nodded. He had yet to endure more than five of my attacks.

“Instead, there will be plenty for you to handle from the rear lines. Without you, this entire operation would have been impossible to plan in the first place.”

After sufficiently dampening his spirits, it was time for some praise.

Han Seo-hyeon’s self-esteem had plummeted to rock bottom. Having always detested his own talents, coupled with losing his sole pillar of support in his brother – no matter how brightly he tried to act, how much forced levity he displayed, his inner turmoil must have been immense.

Kim Jae-ho and I were utterly inept at such emotional overtures, leaving Han Seo-hyeon to suffer alone.

It was time to utilize those smooth-talking skills I had learned while under Seol Rok-jin’s tutelage.

“You possess incredible talents. Without you, we couldn’t have succeeded at the auction. From your position, you can perceive thousands of miles in any direction.”

Seeing Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes light up as his spirits lifted, I patted his shoulder and continued:

“Remember, your talents don’t lie in close combat. All this training you’re undergoing is merely to protect yourself. Once you fully bloom your abilities, you could defeat not just me, but even Kim Jae-ho here, without lifting a finger.”

“Of course!”

After reassuring Han Seo-hyeon at length, I finally revealed the plan that had formed in my mind.

Upon hearing my scheme, Han Seo-hyeon’s face alternated between a pallid white and flushed crimson.

“I, I absolutely refuse!”

But his rejection wouldn’t be accepted.

* * *

Bomnal Orphanage.

Seeing that name, I clicked my tongue in displeasure. The signboard painted in a bright pink hue befitting its ‘spring day’ moniker was excessively gaudy. (tl/n: ‘bomnal’ literally translates as ‘spring day’)

Adorable murals adorned the walls, while the visible courtyard housed a colorful tiled playground where children could freely romp about.

No matter how well gate appearances were controlled, their manifestations still constituted disasters. Many had lost family members. Like myself and Jeong Ho-san ending up in orphanages, countless children must have been brought here as well.

From outward appearances, it seemed a perfectly ordinary orphanage.

With overseas adoption avenues now blocked, domestic orphanages were always overflowing nowadays.

Whether due to difficult financial circumstances forcing parents to abandon their children, or situations rendering them unable to provide adequate care – some families chose to sever their offspring like lizards discarding tails, prioritizing their own survival.

The person I was impersonating today was one such metaphorical lizard. Donning a holographic disguise as a man in his forties, I directly met with the orphanage staff.

Upon hearing my claim to leave a child here, the staff member couldn’t conceal their bafflement.

Which was understandable, considering the ‘child’ I referred to was the seventeen-year-old Han Seo-hyeon…

“He may be tall, but he’s still practically twelve, isn’t he?”

I was adamantly insisting that the youth towering over 170cm was merely twelve years old.

—You’re utterly shameless.

Despite Ray’s remark, I maintained my audacious front without faltering.
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‘What choice did I have? The age limit for admission here was twelve!’

While I acknowledged deceiving them about Han Seo-hyeon’s age was ludicrous, it was necessary for infiltrating the interior.

Had it not been for my unique talents, I wouldn’t have resorted to such absurd measures.

Fortunately, I possessed the ability to make any falsehood seem truthful.

“You’re claiming he’s truly twelve years old?”

Skepticism filled the man’s eyes.

“Yes, it’s the truth. He must have grown so tall due to being an awakener.”

Gazing into the man’s eyes, I spoke while gradually infusing my mana into his body. Unlike Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing that bluntly overwhelmed through sheer persuasive force, my deception required a more delicate touch – especially for such an outrageous lie.

Thankfully, this man’s mental defenses weren’t particularly complicated. By slightly clouding his vision and presenting fabricated documents, he soon accepted my ‘ridiculous falsehood’ without question.

Hunched over in an exaggerated crouch, Han Seo-hyeon let out a pained groan. Even hunching his shoulders seemed strenuous. As a reminder to endure it a bit longer, I lightly tapped his calf.

—That child just gave you a rather insolent look, it seemed.

‘Yes, if this drags on further, who knows what might emerge from that mouth. Best to conclude this swiftly.’

Addressing the man, I said:

“If you cannot accept him, I’ll look into other orphanages instead. My time here is limited.”

This place always lacked children, suspicious circumstances or not. For a ‘child,’ they wouldn’t hesitate with such an opportunity. The issue was me – the guardian presence was undesirable. So by eliminating that undesirable guardian, problem solved.

“I’ll be receiving a transfer to the northern region soon.”

“Ah, were you a soldier?”

A northern deployment was practically a death sentence for soldiers – missions lasting at least five years with no returns.

At my words, the man’s expression brightened as that final lingering doubt dissipated. Now there was only one acceptable response left for him.

“Oh my, serving our nation like that. In that case, we simply must take in the child.”


Just as expected.

Forcibly suppressing the revulsion rising within me, I grasped the man’s hand.

“I’m truly grateful!”

From there, everything proceeded smoothly. I swiftly signed the documents he provided without examining their contents – after all, neither of us would likely refer to those papers again.

“May I take one final look at where the child will be staying?”

At my request, the man readily nodded.

“Of course, go right ahead.”

—Hmm, not even a shred of hesitation.

‘Obviously. There’s no way it was done so sloppily.’

We would find no traces of the human experimentation and trafficking undoubtedly occurring below this very orphanage.

At least, not in this Bomnal facility frequented by the public.

The reason I insisted on directly inspecting the premises was to verify through Ray’s vision that no artifacts were present which could hinder us.

—Hmm, there are artifacts over there monitoring entry and exit. And over there as well.

As expected, Ray’s sight revealed everything.

I firmly etched the locations of those artifacts into my mind.

Inside the orphanage, four sickly-looking children sat listlessly.

—This is strange. For so many sick children to be gathered here…

Indeed, the number of children at this orphanage seemed abnormally low, and their health conditions were disturbingly poor.

‘This is merely a smokescreen.’

By presenting a reasonably decent facade with some pitiful-looking children, they could feign being a caring orphanage, nothing more.


How distasteful.

While removing these children would render them homeless, anything was better than remaining trapped here.

After inspecting the facilities, I addressed the man:

“Let me have one final word with the child.”

“Of course, go ahead.”

The man tactfully excused himself, giving us privacy.

“Is that guy’s head screwed on right? How could he actually believe I’m twelve?”

Han Seo-hyeon shot me an incredulous look, disdainfully eyeing the oversized pants I had forced him into for this charade.

“I’m really annoyed that this ridiculous plan is working, which just annoys me even more.”

“Just endure it for a few more days.”

“Dammit, I didn’t even wear clothes like this when I was actually twelve.”

“Stop cursing.”

With a disgruntled expression, Han Seo-hyeon nonetheless nodded in resignation. For the next few days, he would have to live as a twelve-year-old. I told him:

“If it becomes too dangerous, call me immediately, understand? Don’t try to tough it out stubbornly.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s safety remained the top priority. If he faced any peril, I would abort the entire operation to extract him immediately. Sensing the sincerity behind my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with a more serious demeanor.

As Han Seo-hyeon followed the staff member away, Ray remarked:

—To actually believe he’s twelve years old. How utterly nonsensical.

Ahem. I cleared my throat awkwardly.

* * *

On the third day since Han Seo-hyeon’s infiltration, a letter arrived tied to Rat’s leg – a carrier pigeon, or rather, a carrier mouse transmission. Quite an ungainly term. In any case, thanks to Rat secretly delivering these messages past the watchmen, we could accurately track the events unfolding inside.


On the first day, Han Seo-hyeon’s account of the orphanage’s interior seemed ordinary – aside from all the children appearing listless and gloomy. But then, maintaining high spirits within an orphanage was inherently difficult.

Despite his towering stature, Han Seo-hyeon had attempted conversing with the children, only for them to avoid him. He wrote that he had been asked over thirty times if he was truly twelve, expressing a desire to kill me. 

Hmm. At least his spirit seemed lively.

On the second day, Han Seo-hyeon persisted in trying to interact with the children, but none would respond to him. Eventually, he gave up on communicating and focused on investigating the orphanage itself. That night, he discovered a path leading underground.

Today, the third day, Han Seo-hyeon had tried to gather more information but failed. He reported that there were no passages below through which Rat could infiltrate, not even the ventilation shafts typically present in underground facilities. Deeming further investigation futile, he concluded his report.

Very well, it seemed we would have to directly enter ourselves.

“The infiltration will commence tonight. Relay that message.”

Upon hearing my words, Rat squeaked in acknowledgment.

* * *

That night, after all the watchmen had departed, I seized the opportunity to scale the perimeter wall. Kim Jae-ho nimbly followed right behind me.

We had never specifically trained together, but then, exceptional physical prowess was his inherent baseline. Although the process through which he had obtained those capabilities was anything but enviable.

Kim Jae-ho’s body was covered in mottled, unsightly scars that contorted his visage. The most prominent among them was a massive surgical scar traversing his chest – as if his heart itself had been transplanted.

I had inquired about that scar’s origin in the past, but Kim Jae-ho had remained silent. Either he couldn’t recall, or he simply didn’t wish to discuss it. This lifetime, I didn’t intend to pry into those wounds.

From what I understood, Kim Jae-ho was part of the 0.5 generation born at this very facility.

The 0th generation had been complete failures, all terminated without a single success. Only a handful from the 0.5 generation had remained as successful subjects. However, even they were deemed ‘defective’ for being too unruly. Kim Jae-ho himself had originally been slated for disposal as a defect, until Seol Rok-jin had collected him.

In any case, learning from the 0.5 generation’s flaws, mental reconditioning had been prioritized from the 1st generation onward – to ensure absolute obedience to their masters.

The 0.5 generation was the current market supply. Which meant the 1st generation children were likely inside this facility.

The new modified humans created from the data harvested as Kim Jae-ho’s friends had perished.

Before entering, I handed Kim Jae-ho a ring.

“What’s this?”

=====

Vampiric Lord’s Ring / A-Grade

—–

Accessory・Auxiliary

A ring imbued with the Vampiric Lord’s intense will.

Absorbs surrounding blood to heal the wearer’s wounds,

Restore mana and vitality.

=====

“This ring seems rather well-suited for you.”

I had considered using it myself, but already possessed separate means of restoring my mana and vitality. For now, it was better utilized by Kim Jae-ho.

Carefully, Kim Jae-ho slid the ring onto his left middle finger. The middle finger, of all choices.

After scaling the wall, we cautiously infiltrated the interior while I neutralized the artifact defenses – a simple task with Ray’s assistance for an artifact creator of my caliber who had fashioned a B-rank dwelling. No human presences could be detected nearby.

Beyond the breached entrance, we reunited with Han Seo-hyeon, who appeared utterly drained.

“What took you so long!”

“Settle down.”

“Dammit, do you know how exhausting it was pretending to be oblivious all day long?”

“My apologies for burdening you with this.”

Shifting my gaze behind Han Seo-hyeon, I surveyed the children lying sprawled there.

There were four children present. At a glance, I could tell these were mere dregs, unusable even for experimentation.

Devoid of any talents or potential, coupled with frail constitutions and assorted illnesses afflicting their bodies.

The orphanage had likely set up this front as a smokescreen.

“They all ate dinner and fell asleep.”

While Han Seo-hyeon’s towering awakener physique would render any sedatives ineffective, the children had succumbed – unresponsive even when shaken or called out to, as if comatose.

“I’ll take care of them.”

With a sigh, Han Seo-hyeon looked upon the children. As expected, his heart remained tender.

“Yeah. I’ll definitely come back for them, so wait here.”

“Part of me wants to go too, but…”

“You promised.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip.

“If you slide the bookcase aside, there are stairs behind it leading underground. That’s the entrance to the basement.”

“Thank you.”

“I couldn’t properly investigate what’s down there since there were no ventilation shafts, so…”

Lowering his head, Han Seo-hyeon told me.

“You’ll be careful, right?”

“Stop worrying about us and just focus on getting those children safely to the car.”

Nodding at my instructions, Han Seo-hyeon hoisted the unconscious children onto his back. Watching him depart, I addressed Kim Jae-ho:

“Shall we proceed inside then?”

“…”

Without a word, Kim Jae-ho slid the bookcase aside and entered.

The instant we set foot inside, a menacing aura emanated from Kim Jae-ho’s body.

As we descended the underground path, he spoke:

“I remember this place.”

“You were here, after all.”

Kim Jae-ho stated:

“You said we could kill anyone here, right?”

“If that’s what you desire.”

Truth be told, I held no wish to spare those who had forsaken their humanity either.

—Wouldn’t it be better to keep a few alive for interrogating and gathering information?

I shook my head at Ray’s suggestion.

‘We already know all the information we could obtain from this place.’

I was fully aware of the identities behind the scum who had directly designed and operated this facility. There was nothing to be gained from questioning the miscellaneous underlings working here.

Slowly, I moved forward.

To eliminate the trash that had abandoned its humanity.
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We descended the staircase into a corridor where even light could scarcely penetrate, potentially three floors underground.

A small, singular door came into view.

Unlike the upper floor housing only the drugged children, numerous presences could be sensed here.

Undoubtedly, this was their central base of operations.

Without hesitation, I opened the door. Simultaneously, a blinding white illumination assailed our eyes – a stark contrast to the absolute darkness pervading the secret passage. Under this harsh, overbearing light, Kim Jae-ho breathed raggedly as his shoulders trembled minutely.

As if revisiting past memories.

No, ‘nightmare’ would be the more apt term. After opening the door, Kim Jae-ho strode forward with heavy steps.

—Are you truly going to let him proceed alone like that?

“It’ll be fine. He’s not the type to harm innocent people, so even if Kim Jae-ho does attack someone…”

It would only be against those deserving of it.

“Well, I suppose so.”

Not even five seconds had passed after I spoke those words when-

“Aaaagh!”

A scream echoed from the distance.

—It seems your friend’s rage has been considerably provoked.

“He has ample reason. Consider the atrocities he must have endured here.”

As I took a step forward, my body suddenly faltered.

“Huh?”

Furrowing my brows, I tried again – just a single step, yet some unseen force weighed me down heavily.

Infusing my eyes with mana, I activated my one-stroke Clairvoyance talent.


This area utilized a unique spatial distortion. Now I understood why even monsters like Kim Jae-ho had been unable to simply ‘escape’ from this place.

While appearing planar to the naked eye, when perceiving it through mana, this space progressively warped inwards towards the center.

The immense pressure exerted by the artificial mana emanating from the mana stones embedded in the walls actually bent the surrounding space itself.

—Quite an anomalous spatial construct.

“Ah. Not entirely unfamiliar, though. I’ve heard future prisons for awakeners were designed utilizing similar principles.”

The reasoning was obvious – to restrain those with ‘abilities.’

Certainly, even just remaining upright would be immensely challenging under such pressure. Despite only reaching the periphery where the effects were relatively mild, my body still faltered unsteadily.

“To proceed further inside, I’ll need to disable the control mechanism first.”

While Kim Jae-ho’s monstrous physique might allow him to move about unimpeded, my own body couldn’t withstand these spatial stresses.

—Hmm, that could prove difficult.

“Why is that?”

—The device controlling all these phenomena is located at the absolute center, where the gravitational forces peak. If you attempt to reach that now, your bones would be pulverized. No, you likely couldn’t even approach that far to begin with.

“Uhh.”

But I couldn’t simply leave Kim Jae-ho to proceed alone. Without disabling that gravity mechanism, even he wouldn’t be able to advance towards the center.

Having made my decision, I took a step forward.

—What do you think you’re doing?

“Didn’t you hear that scream earlier? There are likely dead administrators nearby. I’ll just appropriate whatever artifacts they were equipped with.”

—Hua. As if you can even properly step forward in your current state.

Wordlessly, I drew upon the mana stored within my bracelet. Hashh– the sizzling sound of searing flesh, but I paid it no heed. There was no pain.

Enveloping my entire body with mana fortified its durability.


—You reckless fool.

Ray chided my actions, but there was no surer method. Slowly, I advanced one step at a time.

“Hhhuuh.”

It wasn’t easy. Even reinforcing my body with mana didn’t negate the oppressive weight bearing down – it only enabled me to endure it. Enhancing my physical durability to withstand the pressure, yet still subjected to the agonizing strain compressing my very lungs.

One grueling step after another, my back soon became drenched in perspiration.

Ahead, a blood-splattered office came into view.

—They certainly went all out in here.

A headless corpse entered my field of vision.

—There’s the artifact over there!

Moving in a crawl-like gait, I inched forward on all fours – the mounting pressure had rendered bipedal movement impossible. Sluggishly advancing like a tortoise, I finally snatched the artifact secured to the corpse’s waist.

Equipping and activating that artifact instantly dispelled the immense weight pinning me down.

“Phew.”

Only then could I properly exhale in relief.

How peculiar, having overcome that gravitational force. I sprang upright from my previous prone position.

Now I could properly follow the path Kim Jae-ho had undoubtedly blazed ahead. Stepping over the corpse, I proceeded onward.

But after taking just a few more steps, I couldn’t help but gape in shock.

Everywhere was awash in crimson.

This space, which should have been pristinely white, was now devoid of any other color but red.

The farthest outlying male seemed to have been alone, but within the offices, bodies were strewn about in groups – none had survived.

—Quite the inelegant approach. To accomplish all this through sheer physical force alone, without any technique whatsoever.


This was Kim Jae-ho – the human weapon I had known.

Passing another headless corpse, the next corridor greeted me with a body slumped over, ribcage blown open while still seated in a chair – they likely hadn’t even had time to react properly.

—The control device is over there.

Following Ray’s indication, I headed in that direction. Before pursuing Kim Jae-ho, I needed to first disengage the control mechanism.

The control room entrance was locked, but such a simple barrier proved trivial to bypass.

Channeling electricity into my hands, I easily deactivated the lock and proceeded to demolish the control device itself. Despite its outwardly intricate and complex appearance, my mana-reinforced fists swiftly reduced it to scrap.

As the saying goes, brute force has always been machinery’s weakness.

Hmm. With the control mechanism disabled, I began following the trail Kim Jae-ho had left behind.

It was like some twisted version of Hansel and Gretel – scattered bits of flesh and blood splatters eventually led to a corpse, with fresh bloodstains radiating outward from its vicinity.

As I traced this grisly path of cadavers, an unsettling sound reached my ears:

“Kkeuhuhk.”

Unmistakably, the agonized groans of a survivor.

—It seems there’s still a live one.

Following that noise, I steadily advanced step by step.

Tak, tak.

My approaching footsteps momentarily silenced those groans, but they didn’t cease entirely. For the unfortunate soul making those sounds, that was bad news – in this eerily quiet space, no lifeform could evade Ray’s and my detection capabilities.

None whatsoever.

I flung open a cabinet door.

“Good day to you.”

“Aaaah!”

The man who had been hiding inside screamed and shoved past me, fleeing in terror.

Run, if that’s what you wish to do.

But he soon tripped over a corpse and tumbled to the floor. Such a pitiful sight, I couldn’t even muster laughter.

Catching sight of the body, the man shrieked again and thrashed about on the ground.

“Hhuuhhuukk.”

Narrowing my eyes, I scrutinized him closely.

This man appeared completely unharmed – he must have been fortunate enough to avoid Kim Jae-ho’s notice.

‘Well, ultimately being discovered by me means his luck has run out.’

So why had he been groaning like that in the first place?

No matter, this too was his fate.

“P-Please spare me!”

The man began begging for his life as I gazed at him with narrowed eyes.

What this person did here, whether he had killed anyone – such details held no interest for me.

His mere presence in this place was sufficient reason to execute him.

“Why should I spare you?”

It was the same question I posed to the evildoers inhabiting this world.

Was there any valid reason to spare such evildoers?

Trembling violently at my query, the man forced out a reply:

“I-If you spare me! I’ll never commit such deeds again, and for the rest of my life, my entire life, I’ll atone through penance and regret!”

At those words, I couldn’t help but scoff derisively.

Live and atone, you say?

Why should I believe that, why should I wait and indulge such claims?

“Have you ever personally saved even a single life with your own hands?”

Slowly, I approached the man.

“I’m asking if you’ve ever tried to rescue even one of the children you’ve mutilated and stitched together into monstrosities, of your own volition, even once. Have you?”

The man’s mouth opened and closed wordlessly – his expression had already given me the answer.

Glancing around with a disgusted scowl, I continued:

“You are filth, deserving of no forgiveness whatsoever. Scum that defiles and ruins this world. Living on would only taint and corrupt it further – such is the nature of your vile existence.”

Why grant perpetrators any chance for redemption?

When their victims are afforded no such opportunity.

“So die.”

As the man began blubbering some retort, I swiftly struck his neck. His head rolled away with a dull thud.

In truth, this was hypocritical of me.

By the very standards I had espoused, I too was someone who should have perished and vanished from existence long ago.

But what could be done? I was a sinner who had somehow begged this world for a second chance, unlike that man.

—Rather merciless, aren’t you?

Flicking the bloodied dagger to cleanse it, I shrugged nonchalantly.

“Allowing them to live would only breed further harm. A leaking dipper won’t become watertight just by changing locations, after all.”

—True, they would likely continue such atrocities anywhere they went.

“Well, let’s go find Kim Jae-ho now.”

The delay in disposing of Kim Jae-ho’s leftovers had cost more time. Slowly, I traced the blood-soaked, flesh-strewn path he had carved.

And before long, I located him.

Hunched in a corner, wheezing heavily.

“Hhuuhkk, hhuuhkk…”

Kim Jae-ho’s shoulders shuddered uncontrollably.

Though this outcome had been expected, judging by the progressively mangled state of the corpses I had passed.

Even Kim Jae-ho couldn’t remain completely unaffected by these pressures.

Had it not been for the Vampiric Lord’s Ring I had provided, he might have sustained truly grievous injuries here.

—What a foolish creature he is.

Ray clicked his tongue disapprovingly within my mind. This time, I agreed with his assessment.

Simply approaching this interior had likely subjected Kim Jae-ho’s body to hundreds of kilograms of pressure.

And upon reaching this central area, that pressure would have escalated to tons. The indentations in the floor where he had trodden were evidence enough.

Yet Kim Jae-ho had persisted, stubbornly forcing his way all the way here regardless.

The reason eluded me. Perhaps someone from his memories here had been someone he desperately wanted to kill. Or maybe sheer rage had propelled him to this point.

In any case, Kim Jae-ho had indeed made it here and smashed someone’s head to pulp. Whose face this woman had worn, what name she had carried – those details were now lost.

Only her torso remained.

But Kim Jae-ho must have had ample justification for reducing her to this state.

To turn this person into a corpse had exacted a considerable toll on Kim Jae-ho as well – the woman’s hands still clutched twin shotguns.

Kneeling beside Kim Jae-ho, I assessed his condition.

Kuughhh- Spitting up blood as he registered my presence. Gently, I placed my hand upon his body. He had taken both shotgun blasts at point-blank range, but…

—He won’t die from this.

As Ray had said, the injuries weren’t fatal.

To endure two point-blank shotgun blasts and still survive. I force-fed Kim Jae-ho a potion I had prepared in advance. While he wore the ring, additional healing supplements couldn’t hurt.

His regenerative abilities would naturally expel the residual bullets. Hmm, or perhaps not.

—There are no bullets remaining in any vitally threatening areas. It will proceed as you intend.

Laying Kim Jae-ho down, I found myself strangely discomfited by his seemingly peaceful, faint smile with closed eyes.

“So, are you happy now?”

Even after killing dozens upon dozens to reach this point.

If you’re happy, then I suppose that’s enough.
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After laying Kim Jae-ho down, I surveyed our surroundings with my dagger in hand. But it seemed he had already killed everyone present here. An eerie stillness pervaded the area – oppressively silent, to the point of suffocation.

Slowly, I began advancing forward. There were numerous locked rooms. One by one, I opened their sealed doors.

Partly to search for any potential survivors, but also to locate any remaining data they might have stored.

I discovered rooms labeled ‘Laboratory’ and ‘Materials Storage.’

The laboratory reeked of an overpowering, cloying scent of blood. No matter how much disinfectant had been used, that stench remained thickly embedded, instinctively furrowing my brows in disgust.

The miniature chairs, operating tables, and the grotesque surgical instruments surrounding them – it wasn’t difficult to envision the atrocities that had unfolded within.

The materials storage room was far more disturbing, if I’m being honest.

Well, calling it a ‘materials’ room was putting it mildly – it seemed more akin to a warehouse for the harvested ‘components’ extracted from those laboratories. As much as I disliked applying such terminology, the descriptions they had labeled indicated as much.

The moment I laid eyes upon those so-called ‘components’ they had meticulously arranged, my sanity momentarily slipped away.

Their diminutive sizes, barely larger than what a child under ten would possess – I couldn’t bring myself to articulate further descriptions.

—They met excessively merciful ends.

“I would say so.”

For such depraved individuals, having their heads merely burst open was an insufficiently agonizing demise.

I incinerated all those ‘components’ stored within, channeling mana-fueled flames that reduced everything to untraceable ash.

One could only hope the children from whom those parts had been harvested found a better place.

The next few rooms I encountered were empty. And then the third room finally led me to what I had been searching for.

The area labeled ‘Records Room’ was remarkably tidy. Unlike the other repulsive spaces, this contained only paper documentation.

Their insistence on maintaining handwritten records hinted at their dedication, did it not?

Although there were awakeners capable of perceiving any digitally stored information as well.

Picking up a random stack of papers, I began perusing them.


—These are…

“The decades of accumulated data compiled by those bastards. Records literally inscribed with human blood and flesh.”

Ray could instantly memorize all this information. I intended to transfer every scrap of data here through his capabilities.

Perhaps we could even uncover methods to treat the children who had undergone experimentation…

—Master, look at this document here.

Responding to Ray’s prompting, I mechanically flipped through the papers until my gaze landed upon the indicated file.

—Registration information on the children.

It contained the personal details of every child who had passed through this facility – names, ages, dates of birth. And for some entries, there was even information on their eventual dispositions documented as well.

With this data, I could potentially locate their families.

But upon reading the details listed beneath, I grit my teeth in fury.

“They were sold off, these ones.”

Among them were the utterly subhuman dregs who had accepted money in exchange for delivering their own children and families to this place.

“For this child’s parents, I believe a personal visit will be in order.”

I instructed Ray to store the children’s information. As I continued sifting through the data, Ray spoke up again:

—This child.

Even without him elaborating further, I understood. Dated five years prior, an all too familiar face stared back at me from those files. Considerably younger than his current appearance, but unmistakably recognizable nonetheless.

“Well…”

These were Kim Jae-ho’s records. The name field was blank, but that pudgy visage was undeniably his. Most of his details were listed as unknown, with only his year of birth clearly documented.

And that birth year was the startling revelation.

“Sixteen?”


Kim Jae-ho was actually a year younger than Han Seo-hyeon. Frozen in stunned disbelief at this fact, Ray snickered derisively within my mind.

—All this time, you’ve been insisting your boy Han Seo-hyeon address this one as his ‘hyung’, haven’t you?

“Of course I assumed Kim Jae-ho was the elder! With that physique of his, who could have imagined he was only sixteen?”

Kim Jae-ho stood over 185cm tall despite his perpetually hunched posture. Coupled with that ruggedly harsh countenance, I had naturally presumed he was considerably older than seventeen.

Oh dear, what a mess. The family hierarchy had become utterly convoluted.

—That brat’s going to throw a tantrum if he finds out.

“We’ll just have to keep this under wraps.”

—Under wraps, you say!

“Ah, in any case, that’s precisely what we’ll do.”

As I bickered with Ray while organizing the data, a presence stirred from outside.

Instantly, any traces of mirth vanished from our demeanors. Undoubtedly, any human presences lurking about this area now would be considered ‘hostile.’

Gripping my dagger tightly, I rose to my feet.

Had there been a survivor after all?

With dagger in hand, I flung the door open, fully intending to plunge my blade into the first person I encountered.

But the moment I registered the source of that disturbance, I could only relax my stance in dismay. It was merely a group of terrified children who had entered my view.

“What’s this, now?”

The instant I let my guard down, the children charged straight at me.

“Wait! Just a moment!”

I shouted at them to stop, but the children ignored my words and continued their assault. Though their fists were tiny, the mana they channeled packed considerable force – some even had fists as hardened as sledgehammers.

“Ugh.”


They might have been children, but these were no ordinary youths to be underestimated. All of them had undergone physical modifications and awakened to their talents at an extremely young age.

The mana they unleashed relentlessly battered my body. Unable to retaliate against mere children, I could only hunker down as they mercilessly pummeled me. My skin ruptured, bones cracking audibly throughout my battered frame.

—You idiot! Blast them away with your mana!

‘But I might injure them.’

They were children who had endured unimaginable torments while confined to this hellish place their entire lives. I didn’t want to inflict even the slightest harm upon them.

—So you’ll just let them batter you to death instead?

I racked my mind for a way to repel the children without causing them any injuries.

Then another voice rang out:

“That’s enough.”

Kim Jae-ho appeared, shielding his abdomen with his arm. His blood-soaked, imposing figure immediately prompted the children to halt their attacks in unison.

Bang.

Glancing towards that clattering sound, I spotted some kind of hammer lying on the floor.

So it hadn’t just felt like sledgehammers – they had literally been using actual hammers to bludgeon me. No wonder their strikes had seemed excessively forceful.

Slowly, Kim Jae-ho approached the children and me. The children retreated warily, shooting furtive glances between us.

“Don’t hit this person.”

“Why not?”

“He’s a good person.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s painfully naive remark, I couldn’t help but sigh deeply.

Not exactly a convincing endorsement, was it?

And yet, having Kim Jae-ho vouch for me as a ‘good person’ was unexpectedly touching. It meant the months I had spent mentoring him hadn’t been completely meaningless efforts.

Staggering to my feet, I noticed how the children scurried about like iron filings repelled by a magnet whenever I moved.

While their skittish behavior was rather endearing, it pained me that they viewed me with such trepidation.

“Look, this uncle here may not exactly be a ‘good person,’ but I have no intentions of harming you all. In fact, I’ve come to rescue you.”

The children froze at my words, then silently communicated amongst themselves through fleeting glances.

“I know it’s hard to believe. But all I want is to get you out of this hell.”

Counting their numbers, there were ten children in total. Their average age seemed around eight or nine, with the eldest appearing barely ten at most – all heartbreakingly young.

“Are you the only ones left here?”

Instead of answering my query, the children only exchanged more furtive looks. Then, one of them finally addressed me:

“You said you came to rescue us?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Why?” I echoed in confusion.

“Are you just going to take us to some other horrible place?”

At those words, I blinked in surprise.

“Well, if you want to remain here, I won’t stop you.”

Exaggeratedly shrugging, I surveyed our surroundings.

“But surely you don’t actually wish to stay in a place like this? If you want to leave, I’ll help you get out.”

“That’s not what I was asking! I asked if you’re just going to take us to some other terrible place!”

The child’s expression was one of utter desperation. I couldn’t begin to fathom the atrocities they had endured here, nor would I ever truly understand.

But having experienced my own nightmarish orphanage and longed to escape from there…

I could vaguely comprehend their mindset, at least.

The fear that even if they fled this hell, only another hellish existence awaited them.

“No, I’ll be taking you all to our home. And let me tell you, our place is pretty awesome.”

—You mean that rundown hovel devoid of even wallpaper, exuding utter shabbiness?

‘It has a rather rustic charm, doesn’t it?’

—The one that inflicts horrific nightmares upon any unfortunate souls lured inside?

‘Precisely what makes it so awesome.’

Waving my hand dismissively, I addressed the children:

“Want to come to our home?”

No matter how I phrased it, they were still only children in the end. Children required adults to care for them.

Which meant the ‘adults’ residing in this place were less than human filth.

For exploiting these children’s needs, their desperation, in the most vile manner conceivable.

While their numbers were greater than expected, and their conditions more dire than anticipated…

The children ultimately accepted the hands I had extended towards them.

And that alone was sufficient reason for me to take them away from this place.

* * *

News broke of an orphanage being attacked and raided.

People were aghast at this development.

Even more shocking was the fact that all the children residing at that orphanage had seemingly vanished without a trace, leaving not even their corpses behind.

While that much was publicly reported, there were additional undisclosed details as well.

That this entire incident had come to light due to an anonymous ‘tip.’

And the horrifying truth that this particular orphanage had actually been a facility for kidnapping children, subjecting them to inhumane experimentation and forcibly awakening them.

Biting her lip, Do Chae-hee surveyed the gruesome remnants scattered across the premises. Wherever she turned her gaze, mounds of mutilated corpses stretched as far as the eye could see.

“Even acknowledging the atrocious human experiments occurring here, this was outright massacre.”

At Park Cheol-wan’s statement, Do Chae-hee could only nod silently in agreement.

“Damn it.”

She had been completely unaware that such a nightmarish facility even existed within South Korea. To kidnap children, subject them to physical modifications, forcibly awakening them – the fact that such monstrous crimes had been unfolding right under her nose.

Tightly squeezing her eyes shut before reopening them, Do Chae-hee asked Park Cheol-wan:

“There’s still no lead on who made that initial tip, I presume?”

“No, they used some kind of secure communication channel, maybe a burner phone. But my hunch is that whoever made that call is likely the perpetrator behind this whole incident.”

Do Chae-hee nodded, having arrived at the same conclusion.

“Do you think Weltschmerz could really be the one behind this atrocity?”

“Hard to say for sure, but if it truly was that bastard, you’d have to admire his flair for showmanship. To commit such acts, report it himself, and even leave behind that signature calling card of his.”

The ‘Weltschmerz’ scrawled in blood splatters across the scene was undoubtedly identical to the mark she had witnessed at the auction.

“But why would that man commit such deeds?”

For the auction heist, deducing a financial motive hadn’t been too difficult.

Money.

But in this case?

Among the publicly reported details was the fact that ‘children’ had resided at this orphanage. And those ‘children’ were now missing without a trace.

“If he took those children from here, just what does he intend to do with them?”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Park Cheol-wan fiddled with his cigarette before replying:

“I really didn’t want to voice the worst possibility, but…”

“Which is?”

“If he doesn’t plan to traffic those kidnapped children elsewhere, then could he be intending to brainwash them into his own personal forces?”

That hypothesis seemed so plausible that Do Chae-hee couldn’t help but clench her fists tightly.
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I brought all the children back to our base.

We decided to refer to them temporarily as ‘Il-ho’ to ‘Shi-ho’ (One to Ten).

Since not a single child could recall their name, I wished I could call them by their actual names.

Though admittedly rather impersonal names, it was the best I could come up with given my lack of naming sense.

When I asked if they preferred different names, they said these would do since they were only temporary anyway.

As for the four children Han Seo-hyeon had rescued, I arranged for them to be sent to different orphanages as soon as possible. 

Because unlike the children from the lab, they were ordinary kids, so it would be better if they didn’t get entangled with us at all. It was probably best for them to part ways early on.

The kids had remained unconscious from the sedatives throughout our journey, so I hadn’t gotten a good look at them.

—What if information leaks through those kids?

Ray had worried, but I shook my head. The only face they had seen was Han Seo-hyeon’s.

‘They’re just children, after all.’

I couldn’t bring myself to do anything about that.

In any case, having unexpectedly taken in as many as ten children, there were many things we needed to prepare. 

After getting the kids settled at the base, I headed straight to the nearby mart. Constantly changing disguises to avoid any potential tracking had left me far more fatigued than usual.

The children required many essentials – clothes first, since they were still wearing the white outfits from the lab. Then food and shelter. I grabbed everything labeled as kid-friendly foods and snacks, cleaning out the shelves.

With our food supplies also running low, it was fortunate timing. I even bought a few game consoles and toys to help the kids pass the time.

Laden with all those supplies, the sight that greeted me upon returning was… an empty base.

“Where did the kids go?”

Our base being so sparsely furnished, it was bound to look empty. But for the children to have completely vanished was definitely unusual.

In response to my questioning look, Han Seo-hyeon pointed towards one of the unoccupied rooms.


“They’re in there?”

“Yeah, they’ve been holed up there and refuse to come out.”

Hmm.

Nodding, I cautiously opened the door. Instead of a proper room, the children were huddled together in what essentially amounted to a storage area devoid of any furnishings.

“Hieek!”

The moment I poked my head inside, the kids scurried to press themselves against the far wall.

Oof, what a reaction.

In contrast, one child – the largest among them – had positioned himself protectively in front of the others when I entered. It was Il-ho, the one I had noticed before.

“Why are you here?” he demanded.

“Why else? I can’t just leave you all like this.”

At my words, Il-ho’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Don’t misunderstand. I didn’t mean it that way.”

My reassurance only seemed to heighten the tension. Scratching the back of my neck awkwardly, I realized interacting with young children was clearly out of my depth.

“Are you hungry?”

At those words, a few children glanced my way.

“I bought plenty to eat, so come on out.”

Leaving the door open, I retreated to the living room to wait for them. It would be better if they emerged on their own accord.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had been inspecting the supplies I bought, shot me a bewildered look.

“Why did you buy so much stuff? I thought we were broke.”

“It’s fine, I had enough for this much at least.”


While we were indeed penniless when we set out to raid that place, I had fortunately managed to secure quite a few magic stones and precious artifacts from the scene. If sold on the black market, they would fetch a decent sum.

It would suffice to cover our expenses for now.

As Han Seo-hyeon and I sorted through the supplies, the children cautiously emerged into the living room one by one. Addressing them, I said:

“Here are some new clothes for you all to change into, so pick whatever you like.”

I gestured towards the plain white outfits they were wearing.

“Unless you prefer that color?”

They all stared blankly at the colorful array of clothing, as if seeing such vibrant hues for the first time. But soon the children began timidly approaching and selecting outfits that caught their eyes.

“Well then, I’ll start making some food. Any requests?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon immediately raised his hand.

“Sautéed pork!”

“Pork cutlet!”

Hmm, quite a range of demands.

“We’ll have fried rice with eggs, then.”

“If you’re just going to decide yourself, why even ask?”

Truth be told, my cooking skills weren’t particularly great either. I could reheat pre-made meals or follow simple rice cooker instructions at best. Sautéed pork or pork cutlet would be far too ambitious for my level.

But I was reasonably confident in my ability to make fried rice with eggs, at least.

Uncertain how much they would consume, but considering their awakener physiques, I cracked an entire tray of eggs into the pot. I also cooked an immense portion of pre-made rice packets to accommodate their appetites. Prioritizing quantity over quality, a massive fried rice dish emerged.

By the time I finished cooking, the children had changed into their new outfits.

“You all look adorable.”

In their bright, colorful new clothes, their faces appeared far livelier than before. Though my compliment seemed to elicit only awkward fidgeting in response.


Generously piling the fried rice onto disposable plates, I distributed them to the children one by one. Settling down cross-legged on the floor, I gestured for them to join me.

“Eat up.”

“Thank you for the food.”

Following Han Seo-hyeon’s polite gesture, the children mumbled what sounded like mimicry before digging into their plates.

Nom nom.

Even Kim Jae-ho, who had materialized from somewhere, buried his face into an oversized plate of fried rice. As we ate, I addressed the children:

“Don’t forget to brush your teeth after this. I bought toothbrushes in different colors for each of you. Oh, and there are bathrooms attached to the living room area and the main bedroom, so keep that in mind. I also got game consoles and toys, so feel free to play with those if you’re bored.”

In essence – once you’ve eaten and cleaned up, you can do whatever you want.

At my words, the children paused with their rice bowls raised halfway, eyes wide in apparent surprise. Seeing them all together like that, they were actually quite adorable.

After the meal, I swiftly made my exit.

“I’m not very good with kids, so you’re on your own from here.”

“Eh? Ehh?”

Han Seo-hyeon seemed to belatedly realize I was leaving the children under his care, staring at me with a stunned expression. But I had already closed the door behind me by then.

“Phew.”

Only then did I finally relax. Enduring those little munchkins’ gazes had been unexpectedly taxing. As I wandered aimlessly, Ray spoke up.

—I’ve been wondering about something – mind if I ask?

“What is it?”

—Why did you go so far as to report it yourself?

“Ah, about that.”

Ray had raised a fuss at the scene as well, but with so many people around, I couldn’t provide a proper explanation then.

“It was so this incident would be made known to the public.”

If I hadn’t made that report, the administrators running that facility would have simply erased all traces. The fact that those children had undergone horrific experiments there, the identities of the perpetrators behind it all – everything would have been buried.

And that wasn’t what I wanted.

—Was it for the children’s sake? Well, reporting it is one thing. But why did you leave your own signature behind? Wasn’t the report itself enough?

“If I hadn’t left Weltschmerz’s mark, the focus would have shifted entirely onto the children instead.”

My reason for deliberately leaving the ‘Weltschmerz’ signature at the scene was simple – to divert attention.

I wanted this incident to be publicized, but without any harm befalling the children. However, the key details involved were far too provocative. Children under ten years old, barely even ten, being kidnapped, physically modified, and forcibly awakened.

No matter how this was reported, the sensationalistic nature of those details would inevitably cause a media frenzy.

If word of this got out, the news coverage would undoubtedly be filled with incendiary, provocative language.

And the one who would exploit that publicity better than anyone else would be none other than Seol Rok-jin.

Under the pretext of ‘rescuing the children,’ he might persistently pursue their whereabouts.

But by incorporating Weltschmerz’s name into this…

“Even if this leaks to the public, people will focus on the name ‘Weltschmerz’ as the perpetrator instead. Especially coming so soon after the auction incident, it will draw even more attention. ‘Weltschmerz, that bastard took those children! Just who is Weltschmerz?’ That’s how everyone will react.”

Amidst that uproar, the children could safely slip away unnoticed. Weltschmerz would become a shield protecting the children.

—You really thought that far ahead?

“It’s one of the few things I learned while under that man’s employ.”

—Ah, I see. You did mention promoting the Weltschmerz name as your reason for that audacious debut.

For Weltschmerz to become a true, formidable villain group, we needed an imposing image. Something that would make people think ‘Ah, if Weltschmerz is involved, then of course this happened’ and accept it without question. Building such an untouchable, monstrous reputation was crucial.

Actual capabilities were secondary – image was paramount.

“In any case, this way, even if the children suddenly ‘disappear,’ it won’t seem too unusual.”

—Disappear, you say?

“I can’t just leave the children in that state indefinitely, can I?”

A few days might be fine. Perhaps even a few weeks. But beyond that would be unacceptable.

I had no intentions of raising these children myself.

With the path I intended to tread for the sake of ‘saving this world,’ I would undoubtedly commit many misdeeds along the way.

I had already taken several lives – let alone Kim Jae-ho, perhaps even Han Seo-hyeon would end up harming others eventually.

Having already dragged two minors into this (good grief, even Kim Jae-ho was just a kid), making me no better than a child killer, did I really need to involve more children?

“Our time together with those kids can only be temporary. Temporary.”

So I absolutely must not grow attached to them.

* * *

I opened my eyes with a start.

“Hehehe!”

The sound of a child’s laughter coming from outside woke me up. I was certain the rooms would be soundproof. Puzzled, I raised my head.

The child who had been trying to sneak into my room made direct eye contact with me.

“You…”

“Uwaaah!”

The child who had locked eyes with me let out a scream and ran outside. Was that Sam-ho? Yawning, I headed out as well.

Outside was utterly chaotic.

Toys were strewn everywhere, and the children were running rampant through the spacious living room as if it were a playground.

“Stay right there!”

“No!”

—What an utter mess.

Ray clicked his tongue at the scene.

The children had stopped minding their manners after just two days. Initially, they had been too preoccupied watching me cautiously even to look at the toys. But now they were shamelessly horsing around day and night.

“Bossssss!”

Hearing a cry, I turned to see Han Seo-hyeon approaching me zombie-like, his head covered in stickers.

“Uhh! I’ve completely lost my mind.”

“It certainly seems that way.”

“Save meeee!”

“This looks fun, though.”

With those words, I ignored Han Seo-hyeon’s plea.

A child who had been stalking Han Seo-hyeon took the opportunity to pounce on his back. Then, without any restraint, the child began plastering stickers all over Han Seo-hyeon’s face using the ones clutched in their hand.

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight.

Even after enduring such horrific ordeals, children would still be children. Our base was filled with laughter.

Even Kim Jae-ho, who had previously only loitered around the base, was now actively interacting with the kids.

The only issue was that the children seemed utterly terrified of Kim Jae-ho’s massive physique.

“Huhuhuheng!”

“Save meeeee!”

While Kim Jae-ho claimed he was just playing, the child being chased by him was shrieking in apparent terror.

Kim Jae-ho scratched his head with an awkward expression.

Who would ever imagine that same person had once crushed others’ skulls with those very hands?

Shaking my head, I called out:

“Let’s eat.”

“Food!”

Seeing the kids swarm towards me at those words, I announced in a solemn tone:

“We’re having fried rice with eggs again today.”

“Uweee!”

“No, I don’t want it!”

Their reactions drew an involuntary laugh from me.

I truly enjoyed teasing them, these brats.
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Weltschmerz.

Do Chae-hee frowned at the name written on the paper.

From the traces left at the scene and on the corpses, she could deduce the number of individuals who had infiltrated the orphanage.

According to the investigation so far, there had been at least two of them. Meaning Weltschmerz hadn’t acted alone at the orphanage. Or perhaps…

“What if Weltschmerz isn’t the name of an individual, but some kind of organization?”

The realization sent chills down her spine.

Currently, the entire Awakener Crimes Department was focused solely on Weltschmerz. Though Weltschmerz was officially linked to only two incidents, both had been far too significant to ignore.

The auction heist and this laboratory raid.

Do Chae-hee drew a mask underneath the ‘Weltschmerz’ name.

“The mask-wearing man.”

He was likely Weltschmerz’s leader or mastermind – the face behind it all. His talent appeared water-related, though his exact rank was unknown. But considering how he had summoned and controlled several tons of water at the scene, he was estimated at minimum B-rank, potentially even A-rank.

However, during this laboratory raid, there had been no traces of water whatsoever. For someone with such water manipulation abilities, he could have easily erased all evidence, yet there had been no attempt to do so.

Beneath the ‘mask-wearing man,’ Do Chae-hee wrote the letter ‘A’ to denote another suspected individual involved in the laboratory raid. This person had bludgeoned people’s skulls through sheer brute force alone. Based on the strides and footprints left behind, this individual was estimated over 185cm tall.

Distinct from the mask-wearing man.

This person’s identity remained completely unknown. Unlike the leader whom Do Chae-hee had at least witnessed, she hadn’t seen this individual at all.

While bloodstains had been discovered, the severe contamination rendered any DNA extraction impossible. Or perhaps the sample itself had been contaminated from the very start, differing from normal human DNA.

‘A modified human…?’

It wasn’t an implausible possibility. If the assistance of such modified humans had enabled infiltrating this previously unknown facility, it would explain how they had succeeded.

In any case, there had been this ‘A’ individual and another ‘B’ individual present.

The victims killed by ‘B’ had cleanly severed necks from what seemed like a dagger, with no signs of hesitation and extremely smooth cut surfaces – indicating considerable dagger skills.


Only two bodies had been discovered, but it was unclear if the mask-wearing man and ‘B’ were the same person or not. At minimum, Weltschmerz currently comprised two to three confirmed members.

Additionally, the bloody footprints on the floor indicated the children present had been abducted by Weltschmerz.

Seeing those tiny, blood-soaked footprints, Do Chae-hee bit her lip hard.

An estimated ten children had been present in that laboratory facility.

And the number of additional victims was too numerous to count.

The more Do Chae-hee analyzed the data uncovered from that place, the paler her face grew. The researchers found slaughtered there had undoubtedly been reprehensible scum deserving of hell itself.

But those ten children were merely unfortunate victims who had barely survived that same hell. And Weltschmerz were the very scum who had abducted those pitiful victims.

“I’ll find them no matter what.”

So just wait until then, Weltschmerz bastards.

As Do Chae-hee ground her teeth, Park Cheol-wan brought welcome news.

[We’ve located one of the children from that orphanage!]

“I’ll head over there right away.”

It was the only lead they had. Do Chae-hee promptly departed for the scene. The child discovered from the orphanage gazed at her with a frightened expression.

Unfortunately, the child knew nothing of use. Everything had already concluded while they were asleep.

Except…

“A few days before that incident, there was this new kid who came. He was absolutely huge, but claimed to be twelve years old.”

“Twelve years old?”

“Yeah, but he seemed just like an adult.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee’s eyes narrowed.

“What happened to that child?”


“I don’t know.”

The orphanage’s records only listed four children. There was no information on any potential fifth child. But the child insisted there had definitely been another.

“Oh right, he kept asking us about something…”

Do Chae-hee retrieved a photo she always carried in her notebook and showed it to the child.

“Do you recognize this person?”

Even as she asked, part of her doubted they would. But if her sighting at the auction hadn’t been a mistake…

“Yeah, that’s him!”

In that moment, realization struck Do Chae-hee like a thunderbolt.

Han Seo-hyeon had been with Weltschmerz.

* * *

“Give me that.”

At Sa-ho’s beckoning gesture, a ketchup bottle floated through the air towards him.

Thump.

As I flicked a maltball at Sa-ho’s forehead, I said:

“I told you not to use your abilities.”

“But! He wasn’t giving it to me!”

The child pursed his lips petulantly.

“Still, you can’t do that.”

Each child possessed their own unique talent. And they didn’t hesitate to utilize those abilities once they had become accustomed to us after the initial two days of wariness.

The only one who still hadn’t revealed his abilities was Il-ho, currently glaring at me.


—That one always has such a scary expression.

Unlike the other children who had completely let their guard down after just a few days, Il-ho remained unable to relax, seeming unnaturally mature.

While he did look after the other kids, there was still a distinct wall separating him from us.

In contrast, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho blended seamlessly with the children, likely because they too possessed talents of their own. The kids didn’t even fear Han Seo-hyeon’s skeleton summon.

“Bone doll, bone doll.”

They even chased it around, affectionately nicknaming it a ‘bone doll.’

Kim Jae-ho didn’t seem too pleased by this development. Perhaps out of jealousy over having the skeleton steal the children’s attention from him, there had been instances where he attempted smashing the ‘bone doll.’

—It’s a heartwarming sight, but also an utter mess.

Ray’s words rang true – our base was indeed descending into chaos. Toys littered the floor no matter how much I scolded them, and the crayons I had provided for sketchbooks were used to scribble across walls and floors at every opportunity.

Observing it all, I could only shrug helplessly.

Well, it wasn’t as if they had ever experienced such carefree childhoods before. I decided to let them enjoy it for now.

As the kids horsed around per usual, Han Seo-hyeon called me over to talk. Wondering what he wanted to discuss, I headed over, only for him to broach an unexpected topic.

“I think we should make separate rooms for the kids.”

Ah, so he had been considering that. At his suggestion, I immediately shook my head.

“There’s no need for that.”

“But we can’t just keep them in that room forever…”

“The kids won’t be staying here long anyway.”

“Huh?”

“We’re villains, you know? We can’t keep children around forever.”

“Well, yeah, but still…”

“I’m planning to send them somewhere better, so don’t worry about it.”

While the children seemed perfectly content in this humble dwelling, it wasn’t a suitable environment for them to grow up in. I had already roughly decided on a potential place to relocate them. The main issue was how to transport them there, but I would find a way regardless.

“Being with us wouldn’t do them any good in the long run.”

After saying that, I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder.

As I turned to go do some laundry… another child grabbed my arm.

“Um.”

It was Il-ho.

“Hm?”

The child’s gaze was remarkably stern as he looked at me.

“What are your plans for us?”

“Hmm?”

“You said you won’t be keeping us here forever, right?”

It seemed he had overheard my conversation with Han Seo-hyeon. I scratched my cheek awkwardly. I had intended to inform them eventually, but I hadn’t expected it to be today.

However, I had no intentions of beating around the bush or lying.

“Yes, that’s right.”

At my affirmative response, the child bit his lip. Despite his small, frail appearance tugging at my conscience, I felt being upfront was better.

He might be a child, but old enough to understand his own circumstances and make judgments.

“Why?”

“This isn’t a good place for you all.”

“But I like it here.”

“Well, we can’t keep looking after you forever.”

The child chewed on his lip at my words.

“You’re going to make us leave no matter what we do?”

“Yes, you can’t stay.”

I stated it bluntly.

“Why not?”

I gave a bitter smile. No matter how mature he tried to act, he was still just a child.

“We’re bad people, you know. You saw it yourself – we’ve even killed people.”

“But you’re still the nicest people I know.”

Those words stung my heart once more. Yes, considering the environment they had endured, perhaps ‘killing people’ wasn’t that big of a crime to them. But that didn’t make it acceptable.

“No, that’s a huge misunderstanding. In any case, this uncle is a bad person who will continue doing bad things. I can’t involve innocent children like you in that.”

“Seo-hyeon and I are only six years apart in age.”

So he was eleven, not ten as I had assumed. But he was still far too young regardless.

“A six year gap at your ages is immense. You’re all still too weak and have so much left to learn. I don’t have the capacity to guide anyone properly right now. Yes, this uncle simply doesn’t have the luxury of taking responsibility for young children like you.”

After saying that, I added to Il-ho:

“But the place you’ll be going is good. It’s somewhere with kind people who will take good care of you and help guide you properly.”

Yet the child’s expression remained grim, likely worried I intended to simply sell them off.

“I know it’s hard to trust me, but…”

“I do trust you.”

To trust me so readily after barely knowing me a few days…

“You shouldn’t trust people so easily. For all you know, this uncle could have brought you here with ill intentions. So always remain skeptical, especially of those who seem kind.”

“You’re not going to sell us off or anything, right?”

“Well, no, but…”

“I can sense it.”

The child’s pupils turned emerald green.

“I can read minds. Yours is strangely difficult to read, but I can still tell if you’re lying or not.”

I blinked in surprise at the child’s revelation.

“It’s true. I can read everyone’s minds except yours.”

Ah, that must be due to my passive ability, Indomitable Will. But to be able to read minds – that was quite the dangerous talent.

“Even if I can’t see clearly, I know when you’re lying!”

—My, how troublesome! You’ve encountered your natural nemesis.

At Ray’s remark, I couldn’t help but let out a wry chuckle.

“Don’t place too much faith in that ability. Moreover, carelessly using it could be dangerous. Did you know your pupils light up whenever you utilize that talent?”

“Yeah.”

“If others notice that, they might try to harm you. So always be cautious when using your abilities.”

“Then you can just keep teaching me like this from now on, can’t you?”

“I’m afraid not. I’m sorry.”

At my firm stance, Il-ho finally ceased his persistence, biting his lip hard as he nodded weakly. Watching his dejected form leave, I let out a deep sigh.

—Come to think of it, I’ve never seen your pupils light up before.

‘Well, when I use my abilities, my pupils turn jet black instead.’

Unlike Han Seo-hyeon whose pupils merely rippled around the edges when using his necromancy, my ‘Truthful Lie’ ability manifested far more subtly – my pupils simply turned deep black. I hadn’t verified how my eyes appeared when using other abilities, however.

—I should observe that next time.

I nodded at Ray’s suggestion. While I hadn’t deemed it important until now, it wouldn’t hurt to be aware of such details in advance.

Honestly, I should relocate these kids before growing too attached. Despite vowing not to bond with them, the truth was I had already started developing feelings over this time together.

If more time passed, it might become too difficult to let them go.

However, relocating the children would be impossible through my efforts alone.

There was someone perfectly suited to assist with this particular matter.

It was also time to check on the status of my investments – hopefully that man hadn’t squandered all my funds.
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Upon receiving my contact, Baek Do-san promptly arranged a meeting location. Seeing me, he remarked:

“Your name has been making quite a stir lately.”

Well, there was no hiding my identity from them anymore. I had worn the mask Professor Geum provided at the auction, after all. While I didn’t fully trust Baek Do-san, he wasn’t the type to betray his word either.

I readily admitted the truth.

“It’s nothing major.”

“Nothing major, while everyone is talking about. But to be able to pull off that auction heist in such a manner – I had no idea. And now I hear you even raided some laboratory recently?”

“Yes, it’s about what I discovered at that laboratory that’s the issue.”

I explained the situation to Baek Do-san, who furrowed his brows upon hearing my account.

“You want to smuggle all those children out of the country?”

“Yes. It would be impossible for them to live normal lives within Korea.”

“Hah, you seem to have quite the soft side, despite appearances.”

Baek Do-san’s remark left me feeling indignant. Just what kind of impression did I give off?

—Sometimes when you laugh, you come across as a heartless villain without a shred of humanity.

It must be my eyes. Was there anyone kinder than me? To suffer such misunderstandings because of my eyes…

Unable to retort, I could only shrug helplessly.

“In any case, as long as I can get them out of the country, that would suffice.”

A wry smile crossed Baek Do-san’s face as he nodded in understanding.

“Alright, whether you intend to sell those children off or simply dispose of them before my eyes, it doesn’t matter. We’ll handle transporting that ‘special package.’ But in exchange, I need you to work with us on a job.”

“A job, you say?”

“There’s been an issue in China.”


At those words, I rolled my eyes. Of course. Here we go again, trading one trouble for another potential mess. An issue in China didn’t bode well, although the specifics remained unclear.

Baek Do-san straightened his posture, preparing to elaborate further:

“Well, as one of our investors, you need to be informed about this matter as well.”

His phrasing provided a clue as to the nature of this issue. Even before the awakeners emerged, China had been notorious as the world’s top synthetic drug exporting nation. And that hadn’t changed after awakeners appeared either – it remained unmatched in drug production capabilities.

“Is this drug-related?”

Nodding to confirm my guess, Baek Do-san briefly outlined the situation. And the details I heard were quite serious.

“They refuse to hand over the drugs?”

“To be precise, their circumstances no longer permit it, is what they say. Which is why they’ve asked for our assistance.”

“An internal conflict? Or…”

“A war against another organization.”

“I’d rather not get involved in Chinese gang wars. Don’t they despise outsiders meddling in their territories?”

No place valued insularity more than China. As the world’s most populous nation, their xenophobia was unparalleled. Foreign races encroaching upon their realm was utterly unacceptable.

In contrast to other nations’ guilds that readily employed foreign mercenaries, Chinese guilds adamantly emphasized ethnic purity.

The same applied to their gangs as well.

“Well, that may be true. But this time is different. The Silver Moon Society is on the verge of being wiped out entirely, name and all. They’re not just playing with fire – their pants have already been set ablaze, I hear.”

“The Silver Moon Society?”

“Yes, you could call them the spiritual successors to the Triad, of sorts…”

The formerly dominant Triad had become partially disbanded following the Gate Break incident, where their leaders and families had been tragically entangled. With the leadership eliminated in one fell swoop, infighting over successors had erupted.

In any case, the Silver Moon Society was supposedly the most legitimate claimant among the remaining factions, as the current leader was the son of a former mid-level Triad boss.

Based in Suzhou and Shanghai, the Silver Moon Society had been expanding their territory quite successfully in these prime areas of China.


Naturally, the Silver Moon Society had grown considerably influential by dominating such valuable regions.

“For an organization like that to extend their hands to outsiders – the situation must be dire.”

“Exactly.”

“Well… how about we simply abandon the Silver Moon Society this time around?”

In the future knowledge I possessed, the Silver Moon Society’s name had been completely absent. Which meant their defeat in this war was the ‘destined outcome.’

Reading the implication behind my expression, Baek Do-san gave a bitter smile.

“Ah, I see. So in the ‘original’ timeline, the Silver Moon Society lost this war, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Unfortunately, we – the Black Panther faction – cannot afford to abandon the Silver Moon Society.”

“Why not?”

“There’s something called guanxi culture in China. We’ve had ties with the Silver Moon Society since our very inception, or to be more precise, since Liu Weiyan’s father’s era. If we were to discard the Silver Moon Society here and now, no other organization would trust us as men of integrity again.”

I see. What a predicament. Letting out a resigned sigh, I asked:

“So who are we up against?”

“The Anti-Society. A nascent organization that only emerged two or three years ago.”

My face froze at that name, though Baek Do-san remained oblivious as he continued:

“Though newly formed, we can’t underestimate this Anti-Society group. Led by exceptionally powerful awakeners, they’ve been ruthlessly decimating surrounding organizations. They’ve been indiscriminately expanding their operations as well. Drugs, human trafficking, organ harvesting, you name it.”

“The Anti-Society.”

Now the full situation became clear. In the past timeline, Seol Rok-jin had chosen to side with the Anti-Society. While the Black Panther faction’s guanxi ties prevented them from opposing the Silver Moon Society, Seol Rok-jin had been unencumbered by such constraints.

The Anti-Society had devoured the Silver Moon Society to bolster their rise, then systematically consumed China’s underworld powers one by one. Riding that momentum, they had eventually unified the entire nation under their control.

‘So this divergence stemmed from me preventing Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing.’


Originally, under Seol Rok-jin’s direction, the Black Panther faction would have aligned with the Anti-Society. But now, they stood with the Silver Moon Society instead.

Even without the Black Panther faction’s intervention, the Silver Moon Society could never have defeated the Anti-Society through conventional means – for the Anti-Society harbored a certain undefeatable monster.

However, I was aware of that monster’s identity. And I had a rough idea of how to deal with it.

If I left the Anti-Society unchecked, the Silver Moon Society would crumble. And the Black Panther faction, maintaining close ties to the Silver Moon Society, would suffer a devastating blow as well.

The Black Panther’s downfall would render my efforts to keep Baek Do-san alive meaningless.

So this was how changing the future unfolded – a cascading domino effect of disruptions!

The children’s matter would have to be postponed – resolving this took priority first.

“I’ll accept that request.”

* * *

Upon returning to the base, I informed Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon about the situation.

“So we have to help out with some Chinese gang war in order to relocate the kids?”

“Yes.”

“Can’t we just keep living with them here?”

Despite Han Seo-hyeon’s protest, I shook my head firmly.

“I already said that’s not possible.”

Surveying our base, I let out a deep sigh. Someone had scribbled graffiti across the walls in the meantime. Noticing where my gaze had landed, Han Seo-hyeon shifted to obstruct my line of sight, though that didn’t erase the vandalism.

Sensing the tense atmosphere, the children only watched us cautiously.

It was rather pitiful seeing them so on edge around us.

Il-ho spoke up, addressing me:

“If it’s too difficult, you don’t have to do it.”

“I already told you, we can’t keep you here forever.”

“We’ll behave.”

Did he realize how heartrending those words were? If he was being intentionally manipulative, the little brat was truly devious.

Forcing a stern tone, I instructed the children:

“We depart in two days’ time. Pack your belongings properly by then. Take whatever you want to bring.”

“Boss!”

“And Jae-ho, follow me.”

Ignoring Han Seo-hyeon calling out from behind, I grabbed Kim Jae-ho and headed outside. Watching Han Seo-hyeon let out a resigned sigh as he tended to the children, I ruffled my own hair in exasperation.

Ugh, this really wasn’t my forte.

Regaining my composure, I turned to Kim Jae-ho and asked:

“How much of what I said did you understand?”

“That we need to fight for their sake.”

Without Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing, Kim Jae-ho did indeed seem sharper than before. While still inarticulate with lapses in concentration, he no longer struggled with basic comprehension.

“Right, we must fight to ensure their safety.”

After saying that, I gazed into his eyes obscured by his overgrown bangs, hoping to discern his sincerity.

“What I want to ask is this. Are you willing to fight? Even if you might sustain injuries or potentially risk your life in this battle, are you prepared to involve yourself for their sake?”

In response to my query, Kim Jae-ho slowly opened his mouth.

“Yes.”

It was a curt, underwhelming reply that made me want to double-check his understanding. But it would suffice.

Kim Jae-ho was incapable of deception, so it must be his genuine intention.

Very well, I would include Kim Jae-ho’s strength for this operation as well.

But first, there were a few things I needed to confirm.

“However, you can’t just charge in recklessly like before.”

Previously, it had been an ambush against non-combatant researchers. Naturally, he had found it as easy as eating warm rice porridge, simply bashing their skulls in thoughtlessly.

But the opponents we would face this time were true professionals, such unrestrained tactics would not work against them.

While I had a rough grasp of Han Seo-hyeon’s combat abilities, Kim Jae-ho remained an unknown variable.

There was no surer method of gauging his full capabilities than directly engaging him.

“First, take off that collar.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho’s eyes flickered. Despite the considerable time since his liberation, an artifact suppressing his awakened abilities still remained bound around his neck.

I had no intentions of instructing him to unleash his talents immediately. But it would be better to remove that inhibitor first.

“You don’t want to? You understand what that is, right?”

“I know.”

But fully exposing the back of his neck to me likely made him apprehensive.

“If you’re against it, then never mind.”

“No, take it off.”

Kim Jae-ho obediently lowered his head, baring his nape for me to carefully remove the restraining collar. Once freed, he repeatedly turned his head, as if marveling at the absence weighing his neck.

“Does it feel better?”

“Yeah.”

“Then let’s spar for a bit.”

At my suggestion, Kim Jae-ho tilted his head doubtfully.

“You’re weak.”

“Yes, I probably seem that way to you.”

I readily admitted it.

“But fighting isn’t solely about physical strength. So come at me. I need to gauge your actual combat capabilities.”

Uncertainty filled Kim Jae-ho’s eyes over whether he could truly attack me. But he eventually rose from his seated position. As I stood facing him, I gestured for him to make the first move.

The instant I signaled him, Kim Jae-ho charged forward. The fist he thrust out was undoubtedly swift and powerful. With each swing of his fists, I could feel the surrounding air being rent asunder.

—If even a single one of those lands squarely, the struck area will be utterly pulverized.

‘I know.’

I had witnessed firsthand the fates that befell those struck by his fists.

Even without employing his talents, Kim Jae-ho was an immensely formidable opponent.

‘If they land,’ that is.

Accelerating my body with mana, I evaded Kim Jae-ho’s fists. While tremendously powerful, his movements lacked any technique, far too straightforward.

I barely managed to dodge each of Kim Jae-ho’s strikes, occasionally grazing the shockwaves and sustaining torn skin. But I didn’t suffer any direct hits.

“Why won’t you get hit?”

“Your movements are too obvious.”

Relying solely on instinctive motions wouldn’t suffice against me, especially when I moved unpredictably while incorporating feints.

Kim Jae-ho seemed to grow increasingly agitated, tightly clenching his jaw as his eyes burned with intensity.

Good, was he finally getting serious?

With each thunderous footstep, the ground cratered beneath Kim Jae-ho’s weight. His movements accelerated even further as the force behind his fists intensified. But no matter how swiftly he attacked, he couldn’t land a clean hit.

Before long, my dagger found itself pressed against Kim Jae-ho’s neck.

“You’re dead.”

A violet aura flickered within Kim Jae-ho’s pupils.

“Ah ah, no talents yet. I’ll teach you those later.”

To immediately attempt channeling his mana after merely removing the suppression collar…

“Hmph.”

Following my words, Kim Jae-ho let the violet aura dissipate.

Good, I had grasped a general sense of his abilities. Despite that brief exchange leaving me drenched in sweat, I gestured for Kim Jae-ho to stop.

“You’re powerful, but lack control. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“From now on, you’ll practice the techniques I teach you daily.”

I decided to impart the combat arts I had learned at the academy. The rest would have to be honed through actual combat experience.

—Combat experience, you say?

‘Kim Jae-ho is the type who grows stronger through real battles rather than my instruction alone. It was the same in the past – just tossing him into the fray allowed him to sharpen himself and return alive.’

Not that I intended to simply discard Kim Jae-ho into battles unprepared.

But our fighting styles differed too greatly.

Unlike my meticulous, calculated approach, Kim Jae-ho’s style relied on his innate physical prowess and instinctive combat sense.

I would teach him the basics first, then allow the rest of his growth to occur through actual combat experience.

“To begin with…”

As I started to provide Kim Jae-ho some initial pointers, a voice called out from behind:

“Teach me too!”

Turning, I saw Han Seo-hyeon and the children clustered by the doorway, watching us intently.

“What? How long have you all been observing?”

“Please teach me that too!”

“So cool!”

“I want to learn as well!”

Prompted by Han Seo-hyeon, the children came rushing over, showering me with admiration. ‘Awesome! I want to learn that! So amazing!’

Amidst their clamoring praises, I shouted:

“Alright then, you brats! Why don’t you all come at me together!”

This approach might not be so bad either.
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The day after tomorrow, I drove off in a cargo van packed with the children. The cargo van was disguised as a kindergarten school bus, and the children were all dressed in kindergarten uniforms.

“This is my first time wearing something like this.”

Decked out in bright yellow outfits, the children chirped excitedly like little chicks.

“Aren’t they just adorable?”

Uncharacteristically relaxed, Han Seo-hyeon had let his usual aloof composure slip. To be fair, the children did look immensely cute wearing those little yellow hats.

But Han Seo-hyeon’s cheerful demeanor instantly vanished, his expression falling.

“Are we really sending them away?”

“Yes.”

My decision remained unchanged. To be honest, I had grown quite attached to the children over these past few days as well. How could I not? Despite the horrors they had endured, the children remained vibrantly cheerful, seeming to have no recollection of those traumatic events.

Despite my efforts not to bond with them, they clung adorably to me, showering me with affection and gratitude that eventually melted my resolve.

They truly were lovely children.

But that was precisely why I needed to let them go.

Tightening my lips, I drove in silence. Our destination was Wolmido in Incheon.

Baek Do-san and his subordinates were there to greet us. Upon seeing the suited, burly men, the children exiting the vehicle froze in their tracks.

“Are these the kids?”

“Yes. And did you really need to stand around so intimidatingly? You’ve scared them.”

“My apologies. We did attempt to present ourselves properly.”

I clicked my tongue at Baek Do-san’s remark.

While we traveled to China to handle our task, the children would be left here temporarily. At Baek Do-san’s signal, one of his men approached the children – a burly fellow with an unkempt hairstyle that only further alarmed the kids.

“Ajeossi!” (tl/n: uncle)


The fear in their eyes as they called out to me was palpable.

“Don’t worry. These uncles here will look after you until we return from our business in China.”

“Uuh.”

Their apprehensive reaction seemed to wound the scruffy man as well.

“We have a kid too, you know?”

Baek Do-san shrugged at his subordinate’s words.

“We may be gangsters, but we’re not that kind of gangsters.”

Yes, I believed him. While undoubtedly an evil man, the Baek Do-san from before Seol Rok-jin’s corruption would never have harmed children.

“If anything happens, tell this one.”

Han Seo-hyeon handed the rat summon to Il-ho. Seeing that, I nodded in understanding. If any issue arose with the children, I intended to immediately return here, war be damned.

“Take care.”

“Come back safely!”

The children’s unified cry brought a smile to my face as I followed Baek Do-san, Han Seo-hyeon trailing behind us.

Surveying our trio, Baek Do-san tilted his head.

“Is this your entire party?”

“For now, those accompanying me, yes.”

I revealed partial information without divulging everything.

“I’ve never seen these two before…”

“Their capabilities are assured, so have no doubts.”

Baek Do-san nodded at my reassurance. We had decided to travel to China by sea to bypass identification issues, as I was the only one with a secure alternate identity arranged by Professor Geum. Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho lacked legitimate documentation for air travel.


Before boarding the ship, I donned a disguise mask – a middle-aged man’s appearance, in contrast to Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s unaltered faces. I had suggested disguises for them as well, but they declined, claiming it was unnecessary.

And the ship we ended up boarding was…

“Ugh.”

With his heightened senses, Kim Jae-ho seemed distressed, though his incredible adaptability allowed him to quickly overcome it.

I had never suffered from motion sickness. The issue was Han Seo-hyeon.

“Uurrgghh!”

He had already vomited twelve times by now.

“I wish someone would just knock me out already.”

“Should I help you with this?”

“Ah, no! Jae-ho hyung!”

Fleeing from Kim Jae-ho, Han Seo-hyeon huddled in a corner, soon falling into an unconscious slumber. Upon disembarking, his face was deathly pale.

After arriving in China, we immediately relocated to our accommodation. And from that lodging, unfamiliar presences began shadowing our every move.

Not just me – even Kim Jae-ho’s eyes had narrowed sharply, clearly sensing those presences as well. Perched on the windowsill, he kept craning his neck outwards, as if monitoring the outside.

“Don’t wander too far. Leave those people be for now.”

Before I could even finish speaking, Kim Jae-ho had already vanished.

—Did you send him out?

‘No, I merely anticipated he would step outside eventually, given his aversion to confinement.’

“I’m dying here.”

As Han Seo-hyeon collapsed onto the bed, the four rat summons that had remained ‘deceased’ in his pocket emerged and scurried about.

“Why don’t you just rest?”


“It doesn’t take much effort to move these guys around, you know.”

Aside from the single rat summon left behind with Il-ho in case of emergencies, Han Seo-hyeon had brought the remaining rats along.

At his gesturing, the rat summons dispersed in various directions.

“Still, don’t overexert yourself…”

Though I cautioned Han Seo-hyeon, he didn’t respond – likely already asleep.

In the meantime, I had another matter to attend to.

I scrutinized the system window that had appeared:

-[Mana Circuit Expansion]-

Potential: S-Rank

Type: Passive

Utilizes mana circuits to convert one’s mana into any desired form.

The system window only provided a basic conceptual outline. How that concept was ‘applied’ and ‘utilized’ fell entirely upon the awakener’s ingenuity.

I had obtained this ‘Mana Circuit Expansion’ skill by accepting Ray into my body, which had resulted in an immense number of mana circuits being etched within me.

However, the mana circuits I could actively manipulate were only a fraction of the total.

In fact, I had yet to fully grasp which mana circuits were even inscribed into my body. For now, I had only memorized the frequently used ones, without properly investigating the rest.

Ray had mentioned I could only utilize mana circuits up to the second stroke level.

Which meant any talents requiring three or more strokes were completely impossible for me to activate.

For instance, the ‘Super Regeneration’ talent that could fully restore even damaged tissue cells.

Apparently, from the fourth stroke level onwards, it could even regenerate severed limbs, with the minimum third stroke still enabling substantial regeneration.

In any case, to fully leverage the mana circuits etched into my body, I needed to somehow increase my ‘stroke count.’

And the factor determining that stroke count was my brain – more specifically, my processing power and mental fortitude.

“Kughh.”

I strained to elevate the number of strokes I could simultaneously activate, but two seemed to be my current limit no matter how hard I tried.

‘As expected, it’s not easy.’

—That’s simply your innate limitation.

Ray wasn’t trying to discourage me – it was the harsh reality. Two strokes. Despite having all these mana circuits inscribed, I could only utilize talents up to the two-stroke level.

Because the mana circuits within my body only possessed B-rank potential.

‘But the passive was S-rank…’

—That’s a separate category.

‘Tsk.’

I wondered what might have been possible if Kim Jae-ho or Han Seo-hyeon had received these circuits instead.

The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth.

—But those naturally gifted might not have delved as deeply as you into understanding their talents.

For once, Ray offered me genuine praise rather than complaints.

‘Well, you’re right about that. There are few who obsess over their talents as singularly as I do.’

The previous owner of this power Park Se-woon had never utilized more than a single ability simultaneously.

Perhaps he had unconsciously employed multiple talents, but never consciously attempted combining them.

It was simply preconceived notions.

Few awakeners possessed composite talents, so the very idea of intermixing abilities had likely never occurred to them.

But I was different.

Even if I could only activate two-stroke talents at present, I could still simultaneously use two separate abilities in combination.

Combining just two talents opened up immense possibilities.

Blending water and lightning?

The synergies would be tremendous.

What about wind and fire?

—Your mind is certainly racing with ideas.

If raw power was insufficient, overcoming it through synergies would suffice.

If I could eventually utilize a third talent simultaneously, I could enhance all those combinations further by channeling the mana bracelet’s firepower.

Which was why I couldn’t afford to slack on my training efforts.

‘If I can somehow manage using three strokes…’

My thoughts trailed off upon hearing a soft whimper from the bed where Han Seo-hyeon lay.

“I’m sorry… Hyung, I’m so sorry.”

It was only natural, really. He had witnessed his beloved brother’s gruesome death firsthand. Going beyond that, driven by an obsessive desire for closure, he had even resorted to summoning that cherished brother’s remains as part of his necromancy abilities.

No matter how unaffected he might outwardly appear, such trauma couldn’t simply be shrugged off.

However, the burden of shouldering that anguish fell solely upon Han Seo-hyeon.

I too understood, having lived while shouldering the weight of others’ lives myself.

All I could do was support him whenever he seemed on the verge of collapse.

Listening to Han Seo-hyeon’s tear-stained mumbling, I remained seated on the floor until dawn, meticulously refining my mana manipulation.

* * *

Kim Jae-ho returned just before sunrise. The lingering scent around him suggested he had been wandering amidst the wind. Just what had he been up to, roaming so far?

“Don’t stray too far. This isn’t our territory.”

In response to my words, Kim Jae-ho stated:

“No danger.”

“Perhaps not from anyone capable of harming you. But this still isn’t our territory, is it?”

He didn’t seem entirely convinced, but oh well.

“Hungry.”

“Yes, it is about breakfast time.”

“Uhh. Jae-ho hyung is back?”

Roused by our conversation, Han Seo-hyeon had finally regained consciousness as well. While still appearing unwell, he seemed better than the previous day, seemingly unaware of his sleep-talking incident.

There was no need to inform him about such trivial mumbling.

We filled our stomachs with the hotel’s breakfast fare. In the meantime, Han Seo-hyeon had retrieved his rat summons.

Lowering his voice to a whisper, he informed me:

“There are ten individuals monitoring us. I can’t tell if they’re awakeners, but they’re no ordinary people. They’ve been keeping vigilant watch over us practically all night.”

“Hmm, it seems they have rather high expectations of us.”

—Or the opposite – they simply don’t trust us at all, so they’re keeping close observation. In this case, the latter is more likely, isn’t it?

While hasty judgments were unwise, it didn’t seem like they viewed us favorably.

After breakfast, we traveled by car again for quite a distance alongside Baek Do-san.

Our eventual destination was a towering hotel that seemed to almost graze the heavens itself.

The moment we arrived, the car door swung open – even before we could open it ourselves, someone had already done so from the outside.

A woman in a crisp suit stood before us. Her tightly bound hair and piercing gaze were strikingly memorable.

“Hello there.”

Despite Han Seo-hyeon’s polite greeting, no response came. Pursing his lips, he retreated behind me.

The woman led us to a restaurant on the upper floors of the hotel. It seemed we had rented out the entire place, as there were no other guests present aside from our group.

At the table we were guided towards, someone was already seated there.

A man wearing an exquisitely embroidered blue-green qipao with his long hair tied back. This must be Jang Riu-won, the leader of the Silver Moon Society – or as the local language would render it, Zhang Liuweian. (tl/n: here the author pointed out ‘two’ names of the one person, – the difference is simply in Korean and Chinese pronunciation. Don’t bother too much to remember 2 of them, because up to the end of this ‘arc’ only ‘Zhang Liuweian’ will be used. This will also be true for other newly introduced characters from China)

His chiseled jawline was as sharp as an ancient tree trunk, exuding an overwhelming aura of authority. Beneath that qipao, his physique seemed devoid of any excess fat, clearly rigorously trained. Indeed, he possessed the charismatic presence befitting the head of a major criminal syndicate.

A sumptuous feast was already laid out on the table before Zhang Liuweian.

Kim Jae-ho, standing beside me, audibly gulped down his saliva.

The woman who had escorted us approached Zhang Liuweian and whispered into his ear.

[I’ve brought them.]

That woman was undoubtedly an awakener.

An exceptionally powerful one at that.

—Seems to be his personal bodyguard.

Before taking our seats, Baek Do-san exchanged greetings with Zhang Liuweian.

[Greetings, I trust you’ve been well?]

[And you are?]

[Just getting by, as always.]

[Then have a seat with your companions. You’ve come all this way as our guests to engage in pleasant conversation, have you not?]

After that brief exchange, Baek Do-san turned to me.

“Please, have a seat.”

“Thank you.”

As I took my seat, I directed my gaze towards Zhang Liuweian.

[This friend here is the one I mentioned. Weltschmerz. His skills are quite impressive. I owe him a debt of gratitude for saving my life, you see.]

[He seems ordinary enough, but appearances can be deceiving. In any case, if you vouch for him, I shall trust your judgment for now.]

“Allow me to introduce them properly. This is Zhang Liuweian, the leader of the Silver Moon Society. And this is…”

I interrupted Baek Do-san’s words to speak up myself.

[Greetings. It is an honor to meet you like this. We are Weltschmerz – you may address us as such.]

Ah yes, I was fluent in Chinese. Seol Rok-jin had previously assigned the Anti-Society matter to me, after all.

I had been in charge of the Anti-Society.
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[I had no idea you were so proficient in Chinese.]

Zhang Liuweian seemed surprised. As did Baek Do-san. The man who had initially underestimated me showed no outward signs, but he must have been greatly taken aback.

“Didn’t you mention your Chinese fluency?”

“No one said I couldn’t speak it either.”

For a moment, I considered feigning ignorance to further probe them. But I preferred proceeding directly to the main topic.

[I’d rather not waste energy on mind games before discussing crucial matters.]

“Your friend seems quite frank.”

This time, it was Zhang Liuweian who spoke in Korean.

“You speak Korean well yourself.”

“Korea is a major business partner, so learning the language is only natural.”

Yet he had initiated the conversation in Chinese, likely attempting to feel us out.

“Shall we start with the meal first?”

As soon as I suggested it, I turned to Kim Jae-ho, who had been drooling beside me, and said:

“You can eat.”

The instant I gave him permission, Kim Jae-ho pounced on the dishes. Shoveling food unceremoniously into his mouth like a ravenous beast, Zhang Liuweian chuckled.

“Your friend must have been quite famished.”

While his laughter held no hint of disdain, those at such elevated positions seldom revealed their true thoughts so transparently.

Han Seo-hyeon had also cautiously begun eating. Taking a bite, his eyes widened, clearly savoring the exquisite flavors.

“By the way, I understand Weltschmerz is a team name, but what might your personal name be?”

At his query, I hesitated briefly, having not prepared an appropriate alias beforehand. But I swiftly regained my composure with a smooth response.


“I am Weltschmerz itself – the leader, the head. You may address me however you wish.”

My delivery was smooth, but the content itself was rather shoddy – a potential pitfall.

—He can’t address you however he wishes.

‘I hadn’t thought up a proper name beforehand!’

Indeed, while I had decided on the Weltschmerz organization name, I hadn’t determined individual aliases for us.

Unlike myself who had already arranged alternate identities, or Kim Jae-ho lacking any legitimate identity, Han Seo-hyeon would undoubtedly need an alias.

Hmm, I should contemplate that eventually.

“Well, your name isn’t particularly important in any case.”

Zhang Liuweian brushed off my flimsy excuse with an amused chuckle, though his levity soon dissipated.

“You’ve likely heard the situation here is quite perilous currently.”

“I was informed there were issues with the Anti-Society.”

“They struck first against us. Without any warning, they cowardly utilized awakeners to wipe out our personnel and operations, leaving no traces behind. It could hardly be called a war – it was a massacre.”

If the person I suspected was involved, Zhang Liuweian’s description of the events as a one-sided massacre rather than a war did seem accurate.

“What I desire is to drive those Anti-Society bastards out of this region. Would that be possible?”

“To be frank, I can’t say for certain yet.”

At my words, a spark of fury flashed in the eyes of the woman standing behind Zhang Liuweian – how dare I speak so brazenly in this venue? But I was being truthful.

Having only just been dragged here without properly grasping the situation, how could I provide any definitive assurances?

“I will at least strive to do my utmost.”

“Hmm, very well.”

Zhang Liuweian also seemed dissatisfied, while Baek Do-san merely quirked his lips in amusement.


“As much as I would enjoy dining together, urgent matters call, so I must take my leave first.”

With those words, Zhang Liuweian rose from his seat. I shifted my gaze to follow him.

“Please, enjoy your meal.”

Having spoken dismissively, Zhang Liuweian promptly departed.

It was an overt display of disrespect, but I merely shrugged it off.

“Go on and eat up, kids.”

* * *

Inside the descending elevator, the woman who had remained silent until then – Cheon Si-yeon, or rather Qian Chilian – finally spoke up.

“They truly are a disappointing bunch, even at first glance.”

Zhang Liuweian nodded in affirmation at her words. They had indeed seemed rather underwhelming – the mask-wearing man came across as impudent, while the youth behind him appeared overly cautious.

Frankly, they were no different from common street thugs.

Zhang Liuweian’s abrupt departure from the dining venue had been an expression of his dissatisfaction with them, a breach of etiquette despite Baek Do-san’s introductions.

But truthfully, even Baek Do-san had left him thoroughly disappointed.

“Do you truly intend to entrust this matter to such guys?”

At Qian Chilian’s question, Zhang Liuweian let out a wry smile.

“It might not be so bad. Even if they fail, so what?”

Zhang Liuweian remarked.

“It will only make us seem more pathetic. But we have nothing left to lose.”

Their situation was dire indeed. The Anti-Society had already seized or destroyed 80% of the Silver Moon Society’s territories within a mere six months, steadily displacing them from regions they had dominated for decades.

The Anti-Society had long since become the dominant force of this era.


Calling upon outsiders had been a flailing, desperate gambit.

For the Anti-Society harbored a monster – one that devoured everything without a trace.

* * *

Baek Do-san apologized on their behalf instead.

“He’s usually not like that.”

“Just look at us. I can understand his dismissive attitude. And truthfully, I’m not sensitive enough to take offense at such trivialities.”

In fact, the uncomfortable presence’s departure only improved my appetite.

Persuading such individuals through mere words would have been futile regardless. Results were the only thing that mattered.

“Then we shall investigate those folks in our own way.”

After parting with Baek Do-san on those words, I returned to the hotel room with my two companions. Before gathering intelligence, I first shared the information I already possessed.

“The leader of the Anti-Society is a man named Sama Heon. But we need not be wary of him – he’s an ordinary civilian without any abilities. The true threat is his adopted daughter, Sa Ho-ju – a girl who goes by the name Xie Haozhu.” (tl/n: this time too, the author gave us Korean and Chinese pronunciation of the girl’s name, and only ‘Xie Haozhu’ will be used. But the name of the character ‘Sama Heon’ here was written only in Korean pronunciation.)

“A girl, you say?”

“Yes. In outward appearance, she seems around fifteen years old.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open at my words.

“Wait, you’re telling me the opponent we’re facing is just a fifteen-year-old girl?”

“That’s merely her outward appearance. In reality, she’s likely much older.”

“So, is her talent some kind of youth preservation?”

“No, her talent is ‘Transaction’ – sacrificing parts of herself as payment to gain power.”

Her time was frozen because she had offered her ‘inability to grow’ as the price.

When I had encountered her, she appeared around fifteen. But by then, she had already been active for over a decade.

No one knows her precise age, not even herself – she had long since forgotten her original age.

“Such talents really exist?”

“Yes.”

“But how do you know all these details about her?”

“Just… intuition.”

“Isn’t your talent supposed to be lying?”

“I did say I have various miscellaneous skills.”

“This doesn’t seem very miscellaneous to me.”

Though regarding me with suspicion, Han Seo-hyeon eventually nodded in acceptance.

“In any case, our opponent is that girl – or rather, the person who merely appears as a young girl but is actually of unknown age, correct?”

“Correct. Don’t underestimate her. She’s monstrously powerful despite her peculiar talent.”

Talents were precisely that – innate gifts one was simply born with. A talent existing in this transactional form was truly unique.

Which was what made her so special.

A talent that grew stronger with each imposed limitation.

Few knew the exact sacrifices she had made. I had only heard vague accounts myself.

Showing footage of a district she had destroyed, I remarked:

“To unleash such devastation, she must have forsaken immense aspects of herself.”

The Silver Moon Society’s defenseless crumbling was due to this ‘existential monster’ becoming involved.

“At this level, she may have even sacrificed her own memories.”

“Memories?”

“Yes. Her memories and emotions. Her adoptive father likely tampered with those. Transforming her into an unfeeling combat machine that only obeys his commands.”

While Xie Haozhu’s disposition was as heartless and cruel as a psychopath or sociopath, it was an acquired condition. Trusting and believing her adoptive father’s words, she had locked away the components that shaped her identity one by one, per his instructions.

Having encountered her directly, I knew Xie Haozhu had never possessed the drive to instigate such warfare herself.

All of this had been orchestrated by that adoptive father of hers.

“So the supposedly unremarkable adoptive father is the real boss?”

“Correct.”

Watching the footage, I stated:

“Xie Haozhu only embarked on this path because of that adoptive father.”

Her descent into the Anti-Society, the countless massacres, ascending to power by climbing atop those corpses – it had all been for the sake of earning that adoptive father’s praise. She would do anything to receive his commendation.

“Precisely what kind of person is this adoptive father?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s question, I twisted my lips bitterly.

“A conman, nothing more.”

The issue was that he was an exceptionally skilled scam. By discovering Xie Haozhu and remodeling her into a personalized weapon tailored to his desires, he had obtained everything he coveted.

“From now on, you focus on locating that man.”

“What about you, Boss?”

“For the time being, I intend to track down Xie Haozhu herself.”

“Wait, didn’t you just say she was ridiculously powerful? Are you hoping to get killed or something?”

“She won’t indiscriminately kill anyone unless her adoptive father instructs her to. We should be safe until then.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s jaw dropped at my words.

“Pardon me for asking, but have you lost your mind?”

Letting out a hearty ‘wahaha’ laugh at Han Seo-hyeon’s blunt remark, I flicked his protruding belly.

“Oww!”

“Don’t just blurt out whatever nonsense comes to mind with that mouthy tongue of yours!”

“It’s not unreasonable, is it? You spent all this time emphasizing how dangerous that woman is, only to say you’ll meet her in person now.”

“There’s a reason behind my intention to locate her.”

I was aware of Xie Haozhu’s situation four years from the present timeline. Which meant I had no knowledge of her current state.

So I intended to observe her directly, first. Know thy enemy to ultimately emerge victorious in this war.

“The ideal scenario would be to turn Xie Haozhu to our side. To convince her not to blindly follow her adoptive father’s words.”

“Is that even possible?”

I shrugged at Han Seo-hyeon’s doubtful question. Xie Haozhu had loved her adoptive father – not in any normal, familial sense, but an obsessive adoration for a well-functioning tool. It had been the only ‘love’ in her life devoid of affection.

But this world contained so many other things worthy of love.

If she could be made aware of those, perhaps this twisted tragedy could be averted in advance.

Hence, I intended to encounter Xie Haozhu preemptively.

“Is she someone you can just casually meet like that?”

“Yes.”

I was already aware of certain habits she indulged in from observing her up close.

Such as a particular ice cream parlor she frequented without fail, for instance.

Deciphering the implication behind my expression, Han Seo-hyeon clutched his forehead and muttered:

“I must truly be insane.”
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Beneath the clear, bright autumn sky. Following the beautiful tree-lined streets, a small blue awning came into view – an ice cream parlor serving gelato, a rare Italian treat in these parts. A young girl with her hair braided back paused before that shop.

“One scoop of strawberry, please.”

“I’ll have the same, one strawberry as well.”

The girl, Xie Haozhu, glanced sideways at the man who had appeared beside her.

While undoubtedly handsome enough to be considered a pretty boy, his elongated, slanted eyes exuded a rather unsettling aura.

The man flashed Xie Haozhu a faint smile. Seeing that smile, she inwardly remarked:

‘He looks quite foxy.’

Those slanted eyes crinkling slightly did indeed resemble a sly fox.

But she promptly lost interest, shifting her gaze away from the man. The gelato was the priority here.

“Didn’t you used to prefer vanilla the most?”

The man’s words caused Xie Haozhu’s pupils to tremble slightly.

“Huh?”

“If I recall, you loved having vanilla with crushed nuts mixed in.”

Had it been a casual, false remark, Xie Haozhu wouldn’t have paid the man any heed. But it was an undeniable truth, causing her to turn her eyes back towards him.

“You know me?”

“Quite well, in fact.”

Before she could respond further, their gelato orders arrived. Accepting the strawberry gelato, Xie Haozhu eyed the strange man holding an identical treat, casually licking away.

“You…”

“It’s a day off, so why not spend it having fun together? It’ll be an enjoyable time.”

Xie Haozhu contemplated briefly.


“Are you trying to kidnap me?”

After a moment’s consideration, she posed that question, prompting the man to shrug nonchalantly.

“Even if I tried, it would be pointless. You’re far stronger than me.”

A fair assessment.

Xie Haozhu could effortlessly crush the man before her like an insect if she desired.

It was indeed a day off, so extra time was available.

“Alright.”

She gave a light nod of agreement.

* * *

As we strolled together, I repeatedly gauged Xie Haozhu’s reactions.

—I had thought such blatant lines would be dreadful, but they seem to be working.

‘It’s because I’m confident in my ability to escape any situation.’

Despite her diminutive stature that didn’t even reach my chest, this girl Xie Haozhu was a veritable monster capable of obliterating an entire city in an instant.

Through sheer physical force alone, no less.

So why would she feel any trepidation towards the likes of me?

“Where would you like to go?”

“Perhaps a nearby game center first? Or we could watch a movie instead?”

—A totally clichéd date scenario straight out of TV dramas.

‘She harbors rather conventional tastes, it seems.’

“What’s that?”


But this current Xie Haozhu didn’t yet seem to comprehend such amusements. I led her towards a nearby arcade.

The first game I guided Xie Haozhu towards was a claw machine.

On the initial attempt, she failed to retrieve any prizes. Alternating between gazing at the plush toys and the machine controls, I remarked:

“Don’t try breaking it. That’s not how you obtain the prizes.”

“Really?”

“Just watch.”

Positioning Xie Haozhu beside me, I took a seat before the claw machine myself. Having spent countless hours practicing these very skills during my past life, I managed to snag a plush toy within a few attempts.

“Here’s a gift for you.”

“A gift?”

“Yes.”

Holding the clearly counterfeit stuffed rabbit, Xie Haozhu’s eyes widened in apparent surprise.

Our next stop was a coin karaoke machine.

Unfortunately, Xie Haozhu didn’t seem to recognize many songs. But when I selected tunes that matched her tastes, she appeared quite delighted.

—She has an unexpectedly pleasant singing voice.

‘I was the unparalleled king at company dinners, after all.’

After that, we tried tossing some basketballs, then played through various arcade games together. Despite her seemingly disinterested expression, Xie Haozhu gamely followed along rather well.

“This is fun.”

As we exited the arcade, I purchased a crepe from a nearby stall and handed it to Xie Haozhu.

It was about time for a sugar boost.

Providing sustenance at appropriate intervals prevented any tantrums.


Nibbling on the crepe, Xie Haozhu inquired:

“But why did you bring me here? Why did you seek me out?”

The time for such a question had indeed arrived. Savoring my own crepe, I answered:

“There was something I wanted to ask you personally.”

“What is it?”

“When you intend to attack the Silver Moon Society.”

At those words, Xie Haozhu’s demeanor shifted drastically. Even the surrounding air seemed to freeze over, the abruptly sharpened atmosphere stinging my skin like needles.

But I remained undeterred, continuing:

“Some friends of mine work there, you see. Ah, ideally I would have abandoned them, but that’s rather difficult.”

“You…”

My remarks caused Xie Haozhu’s eyes to narrow dangerously.

“Do you even know who I am?”

“I’ve known since the beginning. I tailored everything to your preferences, didn’t I? Of course I’m aware of your identity.”

“You know who I am, yet you still speak so brazenly?”

“I merely came to make a request.”

“If you know me, you should be terrified. You should be fleeing.”

“Ah, should I? But I don’t feel particularly compelled to do so.”

Whoosh – her fist thrust towards me, the shockwaves alone rupturing my blood vessels as crimson tears streamed down my face.

I channeled my abilities. My primary ‘Truthful Lie’ talent.

The target was Xie Haozhu before me.

The content: ‘I am not afraid of you in the slightest.’

The basis: my demeanor throughout our interactions today.

If it didn’t take, I would die. I fervently prayed for this lie to be convincing.

And finally…

“I suppose so.”

It worked.

Xie Haozhu failed to detect my trembling body, my underlying terror. Inwardly, I exhaled a sigh of relief.

She disliked those who feared her.

That had also been the reason I earned Xie Haozhu’s favor in the past.

When I had first encountered Xie Haozhu, I hadn’t feared death. In fact, I had actively yearned for it at the time.

Which was why Xie Haozhu had taken a liking to me.

She had even outright demanded Seol Rok-jin to hand me over, though he had refused. But whenever dealings with Xie Haozhu arose, he would lend me to her services.

It was only later that I learned the reason.

Xie Haozhu’s adoptive father had been someone congenitally incapable of experiencing fear. So she had become obsessively attached to him as the first person who didn’t fear her.

While my current self cherished living and dreaded death, I could still feign the persona Xie Haozhu desired.

Regaining my composure, I smiled calmly – as if utterly unafraid of her presence.

“Who are you?”

After spending hours together, Xie Haozhu finally inquired about my name.

A playful impulse struck me at her question.

“It would be boring to simply reveal it now. How about I tell you after we’ve met a few more times?”

Xie Haozhu narrowed her eyes at my response.

“There’s no guarantee we’ll meet again…”

“Even so.”

“Very well.”

With a vague nod of acknowledgment, Xie Haozhu asked:

“How did you learn about me?”

“We’ve actually met before, you see.”

“Me?”

“Yes.”

Xie Haozhu stared intently at my face, as if attempting to read my thoughts.

While her scrutinizing gaze as she circled around me appeared quite adorable, knowing her true nature caused cold sweat to trickle down my back. If this lie was exposed, my body would likely be torn asunder on the spot.

But no need to employ my talents this time – the fact that Xie Haozhu and I had indeed encountered each other in the past was an undeniable truth, not a falsehood.

“When?”

“You truly don’t remember?”

Furrowing her brow at my words, Xie Haozhu replied:

“I don’t. Sometimes I just… forget things.”

As I had expected, she had forsaken her memories – a sacrifice for greater power.

Peering intently into my eyes, she questioned:

“Are you certain we’ve met before?”

“Yes. Otherwise, how could I possibly know about you? I’m a little hurt you don’t recall.”

“Hurt…”

Xie Haozhu blinked at my remark. As someone who always wandered alone, such words were likely unfamiliar to her.

Maintaining my casual demeanor, I continued:

“We had quite an enjoyable time together, just like today.”

“You and me?”

“Yes. The last time was at a baduk salon – you enjoy baduk, don’t you? I can’t play worth a damn myself. So I taught you the Alkkagi game instead.” (tl/n: The Flicky Game/Stone Flicking.)

She didn’t comprehend the Korean word ‘alkkagi,’ tilting her head adorably in confusion.

“You were really good at alkkagi.”

“Alkkagi?'”

“Did you prefer spending time like today, or playing alkkagi instead?”

“I don’t know. I don’t remember ever going to a baduk salon with you.”

“Then I suppose we’ll have to visit one next time, since you’ve forgotten. I’ll teach you alkkagi again.”

“Next time?”

Xie Haozhu stared at me dumbfoundedly, clearly never anticipating such a prospect. That she traded her memories meant forgetting this very day she had spent with me tonight.

Yet I still posed the question, fully aware of that fact.

“Shall we meet again tomorrow?”

I had once asked this very question to Xie Haozhu’s future self. A sudden whim had compelled me at the time – she had seemed so utterly apathetic and bored with existence itself.

The Xie Haozhu before me now appeared far livelier than that future version.

But the empty, hollow gaze in her eyes remained hauntingly familiar.

Her current strength had been acquired by forsaking nearly every aspect of herself.

Relinquishing even her memories as payment to obtain power.

I was privy to Xie Haozhu’s ‘future.’

After continuously sacrificing her emotions and memories to gain abilities, one day Xie Haozhu would personally slay the very adoptive father she had adored, having lost all recollection of him. Realizing this, she would subsequently descend into an uncontrolled rampage, obliterating Shanghai from the map of China that fateful day.

She would ascend to become a national-level criminal, drifting aimlessly throughout the world. Even in the future where she remained the Anti-Society’s boss, an awakener too formidable to ignore…

Nothing would be left for her.

Her future was undoubtedly bleak.

The answer I had received from her that day was a mere ‘Who knows?’ And the following day, Xie Haozhu had been discovered having taken her own life.

I never wished to witness such a wretched sight again. Perhaps my very presence in China was to prevent that ill-fated future from unfolding.

Addressing her, I said:

“Promise me you’ll meet with me again tomorrow to have more fun. That you’ll learn alkkagi too.”

At my words, Xie Haozhu narrowed her eyes, scanning me up and down appraisingly.

“I’ve lost interest. I’m leaving.”

“Very well. I’ll see you at that same place tomorrow, then.”

No response came to my farewell. Watching Xie Haozhu’s departing figure, I let out an inward sigh.

Was it still too soon? With that thought, I turned to head the opposite direction.

But a faint murmur reached my ears:

“Don’t loiter near the warehouse beside the theater tonight.”

Smiling at her parting advice, I continued on my way.
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“Xie Haozhu will attack the Silver Moon Society today.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon asked:

“Can we stop her?”

“No.”

If she has decided to strike this place, there is nothing we can do to prevent it.

“I already told you, openly confronting her would be suicidal.”

The reason the Silver Moon Society couldn’t prepare any defenses against the Anti-Society’s attack is simple:

The Anti-Society only sends a single person. And that one individual is ridiculously powerful.

If they had attempted to overwhelm with sheer numbers, our side might have stood a chance to respond. But against this solitary, overwhelming force, lacking anyone of comparable might rendered any opposition futile.

So the only advice I could offer was this:

“We can only urge everyone to evacuate.”

The Silver Moon Society didn’t welcome my warning, but they didn’t dismiss it either.

They were well aware that confronting the Anti-Society’s monster would indeed be suicidal.

I observed her from a distance.

Between the flickering streetlights, I spotted a small figure bounding along the road in a bouncing gait.

It was Xie Haozhu, her hair tied in twin braids, wearing an oversized black leather jacket ill-fitting for her diminutive frame.

She surveyed her eerily quiet surroundings suspiciously.

But no matter how carefully she scanned, not a single human presence could be detected. Naturally – I had already instructed the Silver Moon Society to evacuate everyone from this area.

Stopping in her tracks, Xie Haozhu lightly bounced on the spot before thrusting her fist forward.

And an astonishing phenomenon occurred.


With that single punch, the entire building seemed to ‘disintegrate’ before her, vanishing without a trace. Even the flow of air itself disappeared, as she had crushed the very atmosphere into oblivion.

The Anti-Society’s Anaconda.

That was the nickname she had earned.

—An utterly ludicrous punch.

She had layered mana upon mana to forge a pathway, then channeled pure physical force through that conduit.

Her talent could be considered a composite physical system. That overwhelming physical power acted like magic itself, obliterating and annihilating everything present.

Without leaving even a speck of dust behind, Xie Haozhu had successfully pulverized her intended target.

But such immense power came at a price – one that would eventually consume her as well.

How could I convince her to cease making such disastrous ‘transactions?’

I was pondering that dilemma when a piercing gaze fell upon me. Swiftly rolling aside, the very spot I had occupied mere moments ago was obliterated.

“Guhk.”

A near-death experience. Cold sweat trickled down my back.

Lifting my head, Xie Haozhu had already appeared before me, crouched while staring intently.

“I told you not to loiter around here.”

Desperately, I forced a smile.

“Haha, I just wanted to see you.”

At those words, Xie Haozhu furrowed her brows.

“You wanted to see me?”

“Yes.”

—Seriously, you spout such lines even in these situations?


Ray remarked incredulously, but Xie Haozhu was susceptible to such blatant approaches. Just look at her calmly watching me now – she was clearly flustered in her own way.

Having never encountered someone like me before, Xie Haozhu froze, uncertain how to respond to my words. After a momentary pause devoid of any expression, she finally uttered in a chilling tone:

“If you keep loitering around here, I’ll eliminate you too.”

“Really? But we promised to visit the baduk salon together tomorrow.”

“I can go to the salon without you there.”

“But ‘Alkkagi’ – only I can teach you that.”

Xie Haozhu pursed her lips at my remark.

“Who knows if I’ll even show up.”

Xie Haozhu’s reason for saying that was simple – she intended to discard her memories again tonight.

“I’ll be waiting regardless.”

Once more, Xie Haozhu departed without any definitive answer, vanishing in an instant as if evaporating into thin air.

Dusting off the dirt clinging to my body, I rose to my feet.

—You think she’ll actually come?

“Perhaps.”

—And if she doesn’t show?

“Then I’ll simply repeat today’s actions.”

If she couldn’t recall, I would keep reminding her until she did. I possessed ample patience for such endeavors.

* * *

Upon returning to the hotel room, Han Seo-hyeon recoiled in shock.

“Guhkk! What was that monstrosity? The space was literally shredded!”


Strange, I had instructed Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho to remain at the hotel. Ah, they must have witnessed the scene through Han Seo-hyeon’s rat summons.

As I hung up my outer garments, I explained:

“It wasn’t a spatial manipulation ability. She simply compressed the area with overwhelming force.”

“That’s even worse! Ughh, how did you even survive that calamity?”

“Through my innate charms, of course.”

My flippant remark caused Han Seo-hyeon’s expression to sour. Uh oh, another ill-timed joke might provoke his wrath. In the end, I had no choice but to provide a candid account.

“She doesn’t indiscriminately kill those who aren’t her targets.”

“You risked your life purely based on that assumption? What if you had been grazed even slightly? Have you lost your mind?”

—I concur with his sentiment.

Both Ray and Han Seo-hyeon proceeded to berate me in unison.

“Please be more careful. Your life doesn’t solely belong to you, you know!”

While I was confident Xie Haozhu wouldn’t kill me based on my previous experiences with her future self, that belief lacked convincing justification to one human companion and one artifact assistant.

Left speechless, I could only endure their tongue-lashing in silence.

With my head bowed like a convicted criminal, Han Seo-hyeon unleashed a relentless stream of scolding for several minutes.

The only reason I patiently listened was the sight of his face crumpled as if on the verge of tears, his hands trembling – it was unclear whether he or I had been the one to narrowly escape death.

“Don’t act like you have two lives. And please don’t ever tackle such dangers alone again.”

Hmm, that remark sparked an intriguing thought. Perhaps by utilizing the mana circuits etched into my body, I could create a second life for myself?

—Are you kidding me? How many strokes would a talent like that require? It would be utterly impossible for you, barely capable of utilizing two-stroke abilities currently.

He did have a point. I couldn’t help but click my tongue in disappointment.

Tsk.

Having noticed my wandering thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon’s gaze hardened with renewed vexation.

“In any case, it wasn’t even worth risking your life over. There were no gains whatsoever, only increasing the dangers.”

“No, there was a gain.”

“What gain?”

“She agreed to meet me again tomorrow.”

“Hmph.”

Han Seo-hyeon scoffed in disbelief, but I was serious. Resolving this situation hinged primarily on securing Xie Haozhu’s cooperation.

For her to cease making those disastrous ‘transactions’ of her own volition and sever ties with her ‘Papa’ merely exploiting her. That was the ideal path to both saving Xie Haozhu and dismantling the Anti-Society.

And the first step was Xie Haozhu honoring our appointment tomorrow.

Despite my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon still regarded me with an utterly bewildered expression.

“Whatever, I don’t get it.”

Seeming to take offense, he flipped the blanket over himself and lay down on the bed. Kim Jae-ho alternated between observing us before shrugging and heading back outside.

Geez, not a single ally on my side, even among these kids.

Clicking my tongue, I took a seat at the desk.

Time for some training, then.

My efforts to increase my stroke count had shown no progress whatsoever. From the very start, the entire concept of enhancing my body’s processing power to utilize more strokes felt incomprehensible, something Ray had only briefly mentioned.

Unlike visible mana or other tangible elements, this ‘processing power’ remained imperceptible.

Still, I had discovered certain insights.

“Did you know it’s easier to simultaneously activate talents of similar attributes?”

—What do you mean?

“For instance, while using fire and water together is difficult, combining water and ice feels relatively effortless.”

A sense of greater leeway, if you will.

Through experimenting with various combinations, I had uncovered this pattern.

“Gravity and telekinesis also share a similar ‘feeling.'”

While wielding two or three completely opposing talents simultaneously might be impossible, perhaps I could find three relatively compatible abilities to utilize concurrently through this combinatorial approach.

“Basically, I’m trying to increase my usable stroke count that way. One plus one plus one equals three, after all.”

Since directly attempting to elevate my stroke count proved fruitless, I shifted my goal towards combining three separate one-stroke talents instead.

At the very least, I could sense progress in this direction.

And the end result would be equivalent to employing a three-stroke ability.

To that end, I began practicing meticulous mana manipulation.

Hovering ice crystals over my fingertips, I watched them shatter into snowflakes. Observing the display, Ray remarked:

—I’ll admit, you do possess considerable finesse in delicate mana control.

“Go on, say it outright. I’m the undisputed master at this.”

—Don’t get cocky.

“Yes, yes.”

Once more, I channeled my mana. The night remained long, and I intended to utilize this time diligently.

* * *

Outside, Kim Jae-ho found himself trailing a woman.

Thunk.

A dagger embedded itself at Kim Jae-ho’s feet.

“Why don’t you just stay holed up inside instead of loitering out here?”

At the woman’s words, Kim Jae-ho glared at her face.

He didn’t like it. Enough to want to kill her? Kim Jae-ho briefly contemplated whether killing this woman would be acceptable or not.

She had been the one prowling near their premises first. She had thrown that dagger at him too.

Very well! He would kill her!

As he clenched his fist, readying to strike, a voice resonated within his mind:

-You mustn’t kill indiscriminately.

Certainly, if he killed this woman, his master likely wouldn’t approve. Kim Jae-ho slightly relaxed his fisted grip.

“Leave.”

Instead, he addressed the woman curtly. Her loitering presence in this vicinity was unacceptable. With his heightened senses, this woman’s lingering had prevented him from properly resting.

“I don’t take orders from you.”

“Then go tell that person to stop monitoring us.”

Kim Jae-ho stated.

“If you keep loitering around here again, I’ll kill you.”

Whether his master approved or not.

“Your breathing is too noisy for me to sleep.”

At those words, the woman glared at Kim Jae-ho before vanishing from sight. Watching her retreating figure, he let out a weary sigh.

How frustrating, being unable to act as he desired because of others.

“While they do as they please.”

Recalling the face of the person who had narrowly escaped death today, Kim Jae-ho frowned in renewed agitation.

* * *

Xie Haozhu glared at the window that had materialized before her – a display only she could perceive in this world.

[Will you forfeit today’s memories as payment for a transaction?]

Until now, she had been making these ‘transactions’ with this entity at her Papa’s behest.

Since her Papa revealed everything important to her, she hadn’t cared about sacrificing these memories. If relinquishing them allowed her to grow stronger, she hadn’t minded this entity demanding increasingly more memories as payment.

As long as her Papa remained by her side, as long as he accompanied her, memories had been inconsequential.

But that Papa who had promised to divulge everything crucial had neglected to mention anything about that man.

She seemed to have enjoyed spending time with him, yet she couldn’t recall any of it.

Why hadn’t that man been deemed important enough to mention?

He hadn’t feared her like her Papa, had he?

Xie Haozhu puffed out her cheeks petulantly.

That was also why she had hesitated before this prompt she would normally acknowledge without a second thought.

Surrendering today’s memories meant forgetting about that man as well.

There was an alternative – informing her Papa beforehand so she could inquire about that man again later, but…

‘Papa won’t tell me anything about him.’

[Will you forfeit today’s memories as payment for a transaction?]

Xie Haozhu stared intently at that persistent window for a long while.

And finally, her hand began to move.
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“It seems a troublesome pest has latched onto our daughter.”

Sama Heon, the master of the Anti-Society known as Sima Xuan, frowned upon hearing his subordinate’s report.

While Xie Haozhu’s heightened senses prevented having close bodyguards near her, watchful eyes had always monitored her unpredictable movements. This subordinate’s account today was enough to unsettle Sima Xuan.

Apparently, some man had persistently clung to Xie Haozhu’s side throughout the previous day, pestering her.

The photographs showed a man with an unsettlingly sly, fox-like face that Sima Xuan found utterly displeasing. With a grinning countenance that reeked of mischief, he seemed like a complete womanizer.

Xie Haozhu was the finely honed blade he had cultivated.

His weapon, his future. He couldn’t tolerate anyone tampering with that future.

“Find him and kill him by any means necessary.”

At Sima Xuan’s command, the subordinate nodded before departing. It was nearly time for Xie Haozhu’s return. Just as Sima Xuan placed the morning meal on the table, Xie Haozhu emerged from outside.

“Our princess has arrived?”

“Yes, Papa. Good morning.”

As they shared their morning meal, Sima Xuan inquired:

“Was there anything out of the ordinary yesterday?”

Posing that question, Sima Xuan scrutinized Xie Haozhu’s expression intently. Did she detect the razor-sharp gaze concealed behind his smiling eyes sweeping over her? Unaware or not, Xie Haozhu answered in a languid tone:

“I don’t recall anything from yesterday.”

“Ah, of course. Our princess has been clearing her mind daily as of late. This father had momentarily forgotten.”

Seating Xie Haozhu on his lap, Sima Xuan whispered affectionately:

“I did promise this Papa would remember all the important matters for you. I mentioned how troubling unnecessary memories would only burden your thoughts, did I not?”

At those words, Xie Haozhu parted her lips slightly.

“Papa, do you know what I did yesterday? It felt different from usual, but I can’t recall any details.”


“Yesterday, you ask?”

“Yes.”

Sima Xuan’s eyes narrowed at her query. Surely she couldn’t be recalling yesterday’s events? No, if it was Xie Haozhu, she would have discarded those memories entirely. Perhaps a residual afterimage still lingered – an occasional occurrence.

“No, nothing of note happened.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

Sima Xuan had no intentions of allowing Xie Haozhu to encounter that man again. Which meant yesterday’s incident held no significance.

Caressing Xie Haozhu’s cheek, Sima Xuan murmured:

“You trust your Papa, don’t you?”

“I do.”

Though visibly hesitating, Xie Haozhu ultimately nodded in affirmation.

“Good, and your Papa trusts you as well.”

Lightly embracing her, Sima Xuan curved his lips into a profound smile as he whispered:

“So obey your Papa’s commands, just as you always have. Live for this Papa’s sake.”

Sima Xuan fervently hoped Xie Haozhu would continue doing so, without any doubts.

* * *

Baek Do-san mentioned he would be returning to Korea.

“There’s an urgent domestic matter that requires my attention. In any case, there’s nothing more I can contribute here.”

Indeed, his purpose for accompanying us had been to facilitate the connection with Zhang Liuweian. With that task complete, he had no further reason to remain.

“Please continue looking after our kids.”


At my request, Baek Do-san nodded solemnly.

“Even if you happen to lose your mortality in this world, I’ll still ensure their well-being.”

“Hmm.”

Such service etiquette was rather unwelcome. As if realizing his remark had been ill-received, Baek Do-san smiled and added:

“Zhang Liuweian might cooperate, but Qian Chilian doesn’t seem too fond of you all.”

“Qian Chilian?”

“The woman who stood behind Zhang Liuweian.”

Ah, I recalled her – the woman who had regarded me with evident disdain.

“I heard she had even opposed inviting you here in the first place. While Zhang Liuweian will maintain outward cooperation, that woman won’t.”

It was a clear warning.

Well, we hadn’t exactly appeared productive thus far. Although I had provided the attack forewarning, at least.

“I understand.”

After bidding Baek Do-san farewell on those words, Han Seo-hyeon questioned me upon my return to the hotel:

“Where are you planning to go today?”

“I promised to meet her again today.”

“You’re really going to seek out that woman?”

Perhaps due to witnessing the scene through his rat summons yesterday, Han Seo-hyeon expressed unprecedented wariness towards Xie Haozhu. In such situations, the best approach was to divert his focus.

“How is the search for that ‘Papa’ progressing?”

“Still ongoing. Annoyingly, I lost one of my rat summons yesterday.”

“Ah.”


It must have been caught in Xie Haozhu’s strike. Now I understood his aversion towards her.

“Please find that person as soon as possible.”

Despite pursing his lips, Han Seo-hyeon eventually nodded in resignation.

“Alright.”

Kim Jae-ho’s whereabouts were unknown. I headed towards the gelato parlor where I had previously encountered Xie Haozhu, intending to await her arrival there since we hadn’t specified a meeting location.

However, even after waiting for hours, Xie Haozhu never appeared at the gelato shop.

—See, you were rather naive to expect her to actually show based on those words.

“Well, it was worth a try.”

If I couldn’t even secure a face-to-face encounter, how could I attempt any persuasion? Her complete absence was problematic.

I circled around to various other locations just in case, but to no avail.

‘Did she discard those memories again?’

That scenario seemed highly probable.

For some reason, a part of me felt unexpectedly dejected.

While I had anticipated such a possibility, perhaps Xie Haozhu’s demeanor yesterday had felt unusually amiable.

—To call that amiable is an insult to the very word itself.

“Perspectives can differ from person to person.”

By Xie Haozhu’s standards, her conduct could be considered equivalent to swearing eternal friendship vows.

But whether sworn companions or not, it ultimately held no meaning.

For I had failed to encounter Xie Haozhu again.

As the saying goes, ‘One needs to see the stars to pluck them, the beloved to pluck the mulberries.’ Dejected, I returned to the hotel.

Only Han Seo-hyeon was present in our room upon my arrival.

“Where’s Jae-ho?”

“No idea. He suddenly stormed off somewhere earlier, seeming quite agitated.”

“Just what is he up to?”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my muttered remark, appearing equally concerned by Kim Jae-ho’s habit of abruptly disappearing.

“How did the search for that Papa go?”

“He seems to be extremely elusive. At the very least, he’s not in this vicinity. So today, I contracted with some local birds instead.”

The rat summons were well-suited for stealthy infiltration but struggled to cover wider areas effectively. Nodding at Han Seo-hyeon’s explanation, I inquired:

“What will you do once you locate that Papa?”

“At least attempt a conversation first, I suppose.”

“A conversation, or…”

“Or what?”

“You know exactly what I’m implying.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s reddened face as he spoke those words drew an involuntary chuckle from me. Perhaps I had teased the child a bit too much. Settling onto the bed, I slowly stated:

“That man’s continued existence serves no beneficial purpose. So he will have to die.”

“Is eliminating that one person truly enough to resolve everything?”

In response to Han Seo-hyeon’s question, I replied:

“Don’t worry, we’ll find a way to save the Silver Moon Society regardless.”

* * *

“…we’ll find a way to save the Silver Moon Society regardless.”

Concealed in the shadows, overhearing that conversation, Qian Chilian scowled in disgust. Such arrogance from these utterly incapable fools – who were they to ‘save’ anyone? They hadn’t even been able to prevent yesterday’s raid.

Qian Chilian caressed the dagger tucked against her bosom. She was confident in her ability to slit that man’s throat at any moment.

While Zhang Liuweian had remarked their involvement posed no real drawbacks, Qian Chilian had opposed inviting these outsiders from the very start.

Perhaps it would be better to meet an honorable end rather than be jerked around by such insolent scum.

At that moment, the very brat appeared before her again.

The same one she had encountered yesterday.

Among that ragtag bunch, he at least seemed somewhat competent. But still woefully insufficient to deal with the Anti-Society’s monster.

“I told you to leave, didn’t I?”

“I came to protect you. Your leader had a tail today – did you know?”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho furrowed his brows before nodding in acknowledgment. His roaming the area today had indeed been due to sensing hostile presences lurking nearby with ill intent.

“Your so-called leader mentioned something about ‘finding a way to save us.’ I have my doubts whether you’re even capable of that.”

Narrowing her eyes, Qian Chilian stated.

“If you fail to uphold those words, you will die by my hand, no matter what methods I must employ.”

After Qian Chilian departed, Kim Jae-ho glared at her retreating figure with narrowed eyes.

“Unpleasant woman.”

He briefly contemplated whether killing her preemptively might be preferable when a familiar voice called out from behind:

“Jae-ho, where have you been? Come on, it’s dinner time!”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho swiftly headed down.

He couldn’t afford to miss dinner.

* * *

Daily, I reported for ‘duty’ at the gelato parlor’s entrance. The past two days had been futile efforts.

But today was different.

“Oh, you came?”

Just as I raised my hand to greet Xie Haozhu, who had appeared at the gelato shop, she charged directly towards me.

“Huh?”

Was she attacking me? Should I channel my mana defenses? But in that split second of hesitation, her hand gripped my wrist instead.

“Uhh?”

An immense force yanked me forward. Xie Haozhu had seized my wrist and was now sprinting while dragging me along.

“Uwaaah!”

By the time the sensation of my bones shattering registered, Xie Haozhu had already halted. My wrist was inflamed a vivid crimson hue, the swelling severe enough to suspect fractures. Gritting my teeth against the surging agony, I managed to speak:

“What is the meaning of this?”

“We’re not supposed to meet.”

“What?”

“Papa doesn’t like it, you see. He tried to have you killed – did you know?”

At those words, I blinked in surprise.

“He did?”

I had been completely unaware, as no assassination attempts had occurred over the past two days. Xie Haozhu’s subsequent remarks provided the explanation.

“Yes, because I killed them, so it’s fine.”

…So you dispatched them all yourself.

“You’re weak, you see. I didn’t want you to die.”

While not exactly feeble, her assessment still stung my pride slightly. But setting that aside, I should at least express gratitude.

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

Dismissing my gratitude with a casual wave, Xie Haozhu seemed slightly flustered.

—Quite the shy demeanor for someone who slaughtered her own father’s subordinates.

‘Yes, let’s overlook such trivial matters.’

Smiling at Xie Haozhu, I inquired:

“So what shall we do to have fun today?”

For now, the priority was to appease her.

“You promised to teach me alkkagi, didn’t you?”

“Very well. Let’s go play alkkagi, then.”

I accompanied her to a nearby park.

“Aren’t we going to a baduk salon?”

“An isolated place with no one around would be better for alkkagi.”

Especially with Xie Haozhu as the participant. Upon reaching a deserted area, I retrieved a thin baduk board and stones I had prepared in advance.

I provided her a brief explanation of the rules.

“So it’s simple – just knock down my stones with yours, right?”

“Yes, the player who manages to keep their stones on the board until the very end wins.”

After my explanation, we commenced an actual match. My black stones successfully struck and dislodged several of Xie Haozhu’s pieces.

Xie Haozhu’s eyes glinted in anticipation.

Now it was her turn.

Swhoosh!

The baduk stone Xie Haozhu flicked soared through the air. Simultaneously, I swiftly ducked my head.

The stone she had hurled pulverized a nearby boulder instead.

“…Let’s make sure to only play alkkagi in secluded areas from now on.”

Xie Haozhu nodded solemnly at my remark.
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During my encounter with Xie Haozhu that day, I was able to uncover several key facts.

First, Xie Haozhu hadn’t discarded her memories since the day we met.

This was good news.

Moreover, I learned that she had defied her ‘Papa’s’ orders.

“You don’t have to obey your Papa’s commands?”

“I shouldn’t, but I didn’t want to forget that day.”

Those words were quite touching. It felt like confirmation that my diligent efforts invested for Xie Haozhu’s sake hadn’t been in vain.

Xie Haozhu whispered softly to me:

“Besides, I’m still strong enough even without those transactions.”

True, while not as overwhelmingly powerful as when sacrificing her memories, she still vastly outmatched ordinary awakeners.

However, she wasn’t potent enough to obliterate entire buildings with a single punch anymore. Which meant her ‘Papa’ would likely throw a tantrum upon discovering this.

Like the greedy old geezer he was. Inwardly cursing him, I sat beside Xie Haozhu and listened patiently to her ramblings.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come that day. I did remember, but it was difficult leaving because of Papa.”

“It’s alright. At least we could meet like this today.”

“I really wanted to come. You were the first person who told me to meet again tomorrow. So I wanted to keep that promise.”

Hearing those words, I contemplated – perhaps by continuing to regularly encounter her like this, to converse with her, I could gradually rectify her wayward path in life.

But unfortunately, the time allotted for the two of us was not so abundant.

* * *

That evening, Han Seo-hyeon delivered the news I had been awaiting.

“I’ve located that person – the one called the ‘Papa.'”


“Ah, is that so.”

Noticing my lackluster reaction, Han Seo-hyeon asked with concern:

“Are you truly intending to kill that man?”

Yes, the simplest solution would be to eliminate this so-called ‘Papa.’

Having lost her Papa, Xie Haozhu would likely self-destruct – just as her future self had committed suicide after losing him.

She had sacrificed her growth and memories as payment. Meaning her mental age was effectively fifteen, if not younger.

That ‘papa’ had deliberately nurtured her codependent tendencies, rendering her an imbecile incapable of anything without his presence.

Deprived of her Papa, she couldn’t survive independently.

Yet if I refrained from killing him, Xie Haozhu would remain eternally shackled to that man’s control.

“For now, I’m considering abducting this ‘Papa.'”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes widened.

“Abducting him?”

“Yes. I’d like to have a conversation with him.”

“Normal people don’t just abduct someone they want to talk to.”

“We aren’t exactly normal people. Besides, I didn’t mention this, but that side had also attempted to eliminate me first.”

“What did you say?”

“Don’t worry. The ones targeting me were all dealt with by Xie Haozhu herself.”

“That’s a rather major incident, you know. Why didn’t you say anything about it earlier…?”

Han Seo-hyeon appeared visibly shaken by this revelation. Well, he had likely devoted all his intelligence efforts towards locating the ‘Papa’ recently. The fact that I had been in peril must have completely escaped his notice.

It was then that Kim Jae-ho, who had been silently seated in the corner, spoke up:


“That’s right, there were many who came searching for the master. I killed them all.”

“When was this?”

“Yesterday.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s nonchalant response, Han Seo-hyeon clutched his head with a bewildered expression.

“Just what have you been up to?”

This felt rather unfair. After all, I had genuinely avoided any untoward incidents over the past two days.

“It wasn’t my fault. I was just wandering around yesterday.”

“But why would people target the Boss simply because you were wandering around?”

“Well, they must not have liked me playing around with Xie Haozhu. That’s just how those people are – only capable of resolving matters through such methods. Compared to that, abducting their leader is actually a rather restrained response, don’t you think?”

At my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon let out a sigh.

“I suppose conventional standards don’t apply in this world.”

While I could spend two or three days ranting about just how despicable this Sima Xuan truly was, that wasn’t the pressing concern right now.

Turning to Kim Jae-ho, I asked:

“Jae-ho-ya. Would it be possible for you to secretly capture that man without alerting anyone?”

Until now, Kim Jae-ho had relied solely on brute force to resolve everything. But his former role had undoubtedly been as an assassin, infiltrating undetected from the rear blind spots.

Moreover, his talent involved manipulating shadows – concealing himself within them or utilizing them to strike opponents.

Later, he had even learned to generate his own shadows.

He could swiftly conclude any situation without drawing the slightest attention.

Seeing Kim Jae-ho nod in response to my request, I shifted my gaze towards Han Seo-hyeon.

“Seo-hyeon-ah, find us a secluded warehouse with minimal human presence.”


“Understood.”

“Let’s have a little chat with this so-called ‘Papa’ – the one who ruined Xie Haozhu.”

* * *

“So you’re saying you’ve lost track of Xiaozhu’s whereabouts?”

At his subordinate’s words, Sima Xuan clutched his throbbing head. The sudden loss of communication from those he had dispatched to eliminate that man was vexing enough. But now this additional complication had arisen.

The final report stated Xie Haozhu had seized that man’s hand and scampered off with him.

“Has she been deceiving me this entire time?”

Clenching his fists in a surge of betrayal towards Xie Haozhu, Sima Xuan seethed. How could she have been so swiftly swayed by that wretched, fox-faced cretin after everything he had done to mold her?

“Just who is that man, anyway?”

“We’re still investigating, but all our men we sent after them have gone incommunicado…”

“So even after several days, you haven’t uncovered anything about him?”

The Anti-Society relied solely on Xie Haozhu’s might. But to demonstrate such utter incompetence – failing to eliminate this man threatening Xie Haozhu, failing to even identify him?

“Just what are you useless fools even doing? If you’re accepting my money, you should be earning your keep!”

Furious, Sima Xuan hurled nearby objects across the room. But that outburst did nothing to alleviate his rage.

Nothing was proceeding according to his desires.

“This won’t do. When Xiaozhu returns, I must firmly set her straight. Warn her that following such a man will only lead to ruin. I’ve been far too indulgent in raising her.”

He had only just begun to grasp the cusp of the success he had coveted for so long.

Molding that ignorant girl into the perfectly obedient doll adhering solely to his commands had been an arduous endeavor.

Until now, Xie Haozhu had been flawlessly meeting Sima Xuan’s every expectation.

An endearing puppet moving solely for his sake, heeding only his words.

Sima Xuan yearned to possess this entire world, to place this nation of China beneath his heel.

With Xie Haozhu’s power, it had seemed attainable – subjugating everything beneath his dominion.

Yet at this crucial juncture, that very doll had committed an infraction.

“Where is Xiaozhu right now?”

“The young miss is currently…”

“Never mind, I’ll contact her directly. She’ll surely answer my calls.”

Unsettled, Sima Xuan rose from his seat, retrieving his mobile phone as he muttered a curse.

“This is why I worry about leaving her unsupervised – she might encounter some mangy stray out there.”

As he dialed Xie Haozhu’s number, an eerie chill crept up his nape. Realizing the looming shadow overhead, Sima Xuan opened his mouth:

“Wait, what is this…”

A thick hand clamped over his mouth before he could utter another word.

Wha-?! Before he could even cry out, a tremendous force struck the back of Sima Xuan’s head. And everything faded to black as he lost consciousness.

The last sight his falling eyes registered was an unnaturally dense shadow enveloping him.

* * *

Xie Haozhu rolled the baduk stone Kang Yi-sin had gifted her in her palm. Just an ordinary pebble, yet Xie Haozhu had determined to cherish it preciously.

Spending time with that man had been enjoyable.

During those moments, she hadn’t even thought about her Papa once.

She had always believed normalcy was incompatible with her existence.

Papa had said so himself.

That she was different from other children, destined to never blend into their midst.

She had never doubted those words.

From a young age, Xie Haozhu’s luminous eyes had instilled terror in everyone around her.

Demon, cursed child, monster, freak.

Such labels had always accompanied her existence.

If Papa hadn’t rescued her from the villagers assaulting her that day, she might not even be here now.

Which was why she had endured Papar’s transformations, no matter what.

Even as he lied to her, instructed her to discard her memories.

As her cherished aspects gradually vanished one by one, she could still tolerate it all.

But this lone memento, she didn’t want to lose.

Rolling the baduk stone gifted by that man in her palm, Xie Haozhu hummed a soft tune.

“We’ll have to play again tomorrow.”

Tomorrow.

Recalling that word she had forgotten for years, Xie Haozhu smiled radiantly.

However, that smile soon faded.

Would Papa permit it?

Her heart clenched at the thought.

Papa had disliked her meeting that man. He had even attempted to eliminate him. But she hoped he wouldn’t succeed in that.

Please, spare just that one man.

She could forfeit everything else, as long as he remained.

Because he was enjoyable company. So just him, only him.

Murmuring those words, Xie Haozhu began walking at a leisured pace.

It was time for her to return ‘home.’

A place she held no desire to go back to, yet Papa awaited her there regardless.

Still, Papa remained the most pivotal existence for Xie Haozhu.

The one who had saved her life, taught her, always whispering affection by her side.

All because of Papa.

While she had gravely erred this time, Papa would surely forgive her.

He had to.

Taking a deep breath, Xie Haozhu opened the door and stepped inside.

“Papa! I’m back.”

Though she called out upon entering, no response came.

“Papa?”

The usually lively manor now stood eerily silent, devoid of any human presences. Tilting her head in confusion, Xie Haozhu surveyed the interior.

What greeted her eyes was a collapsed man lying prone.

“Get up.”

Tap tap, Xie Haozhu prodded the fallen man’s back with her foot. But no response came.

Sensing an ominous pall, Xie Haozhu left the unresponsive man behind and proceeded further inwards.

All she encountered were corpses, one after another.

While the sight of corpses was hardly unfamiliar, the ones strewn across this place deeply unsettled her.

“Papa…”

Stepping over the bodies of men, Xie Haozhu swiftly dashed towards her Papa’s chamber.

Papa had to be here. He simply had to be present.

Before opening the door, Xie Haozhu exhaled a ragged breath. Please, this couldn’t be happening, please…

With trembling hands, she flung the door open.

But the room was empty.

The baduk stone slipped from Xie Haozhu’s grasp, rolling across the floor with a clatter.
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The location Han Seo-hyeon had procured was perfect. An abandoned warehouse littered with rusted, dust-caked construction materials that instilled chills just from the ominous sight. If an ordinary person awoke in such a decrepit place after being abducted, soiling themselves wouldn’t be surprising.

The light filtering through crevices in the rusted ceiling illuminated a pinpoint spotlight before me, akin to an interrogation room’s harsh lighting.

In the center of that dilapidated warehouse sat a man tightly bound with ropes. Carrying a chair, I slowly approached and planted myself directly facing him.

“Hmm.”

I studied the man before me – Sima Xuan. Having lost consciousness, he merely appeared an unremarkable man in his mid-fifties. A withered frame, hair halfway grayed, an utterly ordinary-looking individual.

His wrinkled visage and gnarled, calloused fingers seemed to bear the full weight of the hardships he had endured.

No matter how much opulence surrounded him, it could never erase the tribulations of his past.

Yet this man had chosen to reject that past, aspiring to build an empire that would fulfill his ambitions – by utilizing the formidable weapon that was Xie Haozhu.

But he had overlooked one crucial fact:

The ‘weapon’ he wielded was not an actual weapon, but a living person.

I struck Sima Xuan’s cheek while he remained unconscious. After several slaps, he finally stirred awake.

As his dazed gaze focused on me, I delivered one final slap – this time to jar him back to full awareness.

Stunned by the sudden blow, Sima Xuan’s eyes flickered. But that initial disorientation soon gave way to surging outrage.

“You bastard!”

His indignant outcry faded just as swiftly, however.

Trembling eyes surveyed his surroundings. Awakening from unconsciousness in an unfamiliar place, his body tightly bound, cheek stinging from the slap – even someone with formidable mental fortitude would have been rattled. But Sima Xuan didn’t possess such resilience to begin with.

Hence, panic ensued.

“Wh-what is the meaning of this…?”

His ability to merely mumble those words indicated his mind had completely shut down, incapable of processing the situation.

Leaving me no choice but to clarify matters for him.


“What does it look like? You’ve been abducted, Mr. Sima Xuan.”

Even with my courteous explanation, Sima Xuan responded by glaring at me with hostility.

“You abducted me?”

“That’s right.”

“Why? No, before that – who are you? Were you sent by the Silver Moon Society?”

Oh, he did manage some quick deductions, at least.

“I did strike a deal with those Silver Moon fellows. But the reason I’ve brought you here is entirely separate.”

“What reason is that?”

“Xie Haozhu.”

At the name I uttered, Sima Xuan’s face hardened. Slowly appraising me, he spoke:

“Now I recognize you. You’re the one who’s been persistently trailing after Xiaozhu recently.”

His demeanor shifted abruptly. Well, his years operating in the criminal underworld hadn’t been for naught, it seemed.

Yes, this was preferable.

I too would rather converse with the despicable bastard responsible for driving Xie Haozhu to ruin and attempting to murder me, rather than some pitiful civilian.

“What do you intend by abducting me here?”

Of course, the sudden tense situation and fear rendered him visibly stiff, but that was the extent of his control. While fortunate enough to have acquired the prodigious Xie Haozhu, Sima Xuan himself was neither an awakener nor a special ability user.

His panic in these unfamiliar circumstances was only natural.

Which was precisely what made him so loathsome.

Seemingly interpreting my silence, Sima Xuan suddenly shouted:

“You want to dispose of me here and claim that girl for yourself, don’t you?”


“As if she were some mere object to be possessed.”

“Well, isn’t she? She’s the ultimate weapon, after all. You approached her intending to exploit her powers for yourself, didn’t you?”

Sima Xuan’s expression held not a shred of doubt – he truly believed I had pursued Xie Haozhu with the intention of utilizing her abilities.

Well, while my initial motives toward her hadn’t been entirely noble either, being lumped together with this man still felt unpalatable.

“That’s not it.”

Which was why, uncharacteristically, I curtly refuted him.

“I’m not so easily swayed by power alone.”

“What?”

“I’m well aware Xie Haozhu possesses tremendous might. But that power came at the cost of sacrificing her entire life, didn’t it? Forsaking someone’s existence solely to obtain such strength is rather…”

While her sheer destructive force channeled through pure physical blows was indeed astounding, there had been numerous other hunters equally or potentially more powerful than Xie Haozhu.

The USA’s top-ranked hunter Taika Cooper, for instance, could likely replicate similar feats with her ‘Gravity’ talent. And the psychic ability user Yu Seon-je could ‘erase’ a wider area of targets simultaneously.

Xie Haozhu was extraordinarily powerful, but not the most powerful existence in this world.

“Moreover, she didn’t forfeit her life for some noble cause like world peace – it was merely territorial expansionism, wasn’t it?”

My words caused Sima Xuan’s face to redden furiously. When struck too directly, people tended to lash out violently against the one who had pierced their facade, desperate to eliminate them from their sight.

“Shut up! What do you know, you brat!”

See, such a predictable reaction that I could only sigh.

But I spoke truthfully.

I had witnessed the world’s destruction. The inescapable ‘end’ rapidly encroaching no matter how desperately one struggled.

Surely, that warranted sufficient justification for sacrificing one’s entire existence, did it not? Merely to prolong a life of luxury for a while longer, to grasp at fleeting power rendered meaningless by impending apocalypse – was that worth selling someone’s soul?

“It’s too paltry a reason, isn’t it?”


My words caused Sima Xuan’s face to redden until it seemed on the verge of bursting.

“What do you know? You, who has lived life to the fullest!”

“Yes, perhaps I can only speak so candidly because I’ve lived a fulfilling existence myself. With a full belly and warmth at my back. But you too could have lived such a contented life, couldn’t you?”

Sima Xuan likely hadn’t harbored delusional dreams of unifying China with Xie Haozhu from the very beginning.

Perhaps when he had first extended his hand to her, it had merely been out of pity or compassion.

But he had changed. Greed could corrupt even the noblest intentions. Yes, with Xie Haozhu’s abilities, he could undoubtedly attain the power and wealth he coveted.

However, if he had simply sought a reasonably comfortable life, there would have been no need to forge Xie Haozhu into such an overwhelming ‘weapon’ – no need to sacrifice every aspect of her existence.

In the end, it had been his own excessive greed that had ensnared her.

No matter what excuses, that fact remained unaltered.

“Xie Haozhu likely did everything you instructed her to. You must have explained the ‘transactions’ to her as well. If you had been satisfied at a certain point, if you had stopped there, Xie Haozhu would have had no reason to continue making those sacrifices.”

“That girl was unaware of her own strength. To an ignorant child, I taught her how to live. If not for me, she would have died in that village!”

“If your words were truly genuine, you wouldn’t have demanded she even forfeit her memories.”

At my statement, Sima Xuan fell silent.

“Do you genuinely believe she’s living her own life now?”

“That girl loves me. She said she’s happy being with me.”

“Does she even remember that?”

“Her past memories should be enough…”

“Aren’t you fully aware of the utter nonsense you’re spewing yourself?”

I fervently hoped Sima Xuan would gain some self-awareness from my words.

If not full realization and repentance for the transgressions he had committed, at the very least some semblance of regret.

“You’re the one who transformed Xie Haozhu into a monster. In fact, you’re the individual truly deserving of the title ‘Monster of the Anti-Society.'”

Driven by your own greed to acquire overwhelming power, leading to this catastrophic destiny – doesn’t that epithet fit you perfectly?

“Haha! Just be honest! You want to kill me here and claim that girl for yourself!”

Sima Xuan shouted at me like a madman, his face flushed crimson as he repeated the same accusation incessantly. Watching him, I could only sigh.

He adamantly refused to confront the truth of his actions until the very end.

No matter how many times I spoke, it would be futile.

In truth, I had half-anticipated this outcome from the moment I brought him to this place.

For this was the kind of man Sima Xuan truly was.

“But it won’t go as you wish. If you kill me, that girl will never forgive you. Haha, you fool. Kill me, then try taking her away? Absolutely impossible!”

Sima Xuan had descended into full-blown raving, consumed by the certainty of losing Xie Haozhu and the terror of impending death.

“She can only be happy with me… I’m the only one in this world who can make her happy.”

While the ravings of a madman, those words didn’t elicit even a shred of amusement from me.

Still, I had wanted to attempt one final effort, understanding how deeply Xie Haozhu cherished this man.

If he harbored any intention, from this moment onwards, to be even a passably decent father figure to her rather than the atrocious parent he had been, I had considered releasing him here to negotiate terms with the Anti-Society.

But Sima Xuan proved to be a man utterly devoid of such capacity for redemption.

“Heheh, you can’t kill me. If you kill me, she’ll go berserk. That girl dotes on me quite dearly, you see. You can’t kill me…”

Having mercilessly hurled insults and verbal abuse at me mere moments ago, Sima Xuan now clung to me pleadingly, as if that had never occurred.

And witnessing that pathetic, desperate display only reinforced my conviction that this man deserved to die.

Sima Xuan was a human being unworthy of living.

Devoid of shame, beliefs, or even a shred of self-respect.

A man consumed solely by greed and an excessive attachment to this life.

“If you had been even a halfway decent person, I might have spared your life here.”

“Wait, just wait a moment!”

“It’s fortuitous that you’re rotten to the core.”

Sima Xuan’s very existence was undoubtedly a parasitic blight on Xie Haozhu, leeching away all the vital nutrients meant for her growth to bloat his own wretched self.

As long as Sima Xuan remained, Xie Haozhu could never properly mature, eternally deprived of the nourishment to thrive, left withered and stunted.

Some part of Xie Haozhu likely recognized this truth already.

Yet she lacked the capacity to sever that attachment herself.

Why, you ask?

Because she loved him.

This wretched man, she still perceived as her father, her ‘Papa.’

Which was why Xie Haozhu had perished.

On that fateful day when she had surrendered her entire being through those disastrous ‘transactions,’ forgetting even her own self in the process. In that single moment of insanity, she had struck down her ‘Papa’ with her own hands – an act she could never forgive herself for.

So instead of truly living, she had opted for death.

To prevent that tragedy from unfolding, Sima Xuan had to die here, this very day.
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Xie Haozhu frantically searched for any trace of her Papa, but his whereabouts remained elusive.

Who was it? Who?

Who had taken her Papa away?

Irrational thoughts flooded her mind.

While Xie Haozhu possessed unparalleled talent for destruction, decimation, and obliteration, she was utterly inept at tracking someone down.

This couldn’t continue. She needed to find him quickly. What if something dreadful had already occurred? Her heart was consumed by overwhelming anxiety and dread.

It was then that a lone crow entered her line of sight. Initially intending to ignore it, the crow’s insistent flapping motions seemed to beckon her to follow.

As if entranced, Xie Haozhu trailed after the crow’s movements.

How much time had passed as she shadowed the crow’s lead?

Between the derelict factory buildings where human activity had dwindled, a small abandoned warehouse came into view. The moment she laid eyes upon it, her heart began pounding violently.

Perhaps her instincts had recognized it-

That the person she had been so desperately seeking was inside that warehouse.

Placing her fingertips against the structure, the warehouse walls instantly disintegrated at her mere touch.

“Papa!”

Stepping inside while calling out, an odor she should never have encountered assailed her nostrils.

Blood.

The stench of congealed blood permeated the entire warehouse interior.

The instant she registered the person standing within, Xie Haozhu halted in her tracks.

“You’ve finally arrived.”

It was the very man who had brought her such joy these past few days. But she could no longer greet him with the same warmth, not after witnessing the bound man before him and the dagger clutched in his grasp.


“Why are you here?”

What was the meaning of this scene? Her mind recoiled, rejecting the sight unfolding before her eyes.

While she could visually perceive the situation, comprehending its implications remained utterly incomprehensible.

Meanwhile, that fox-like man nonchalantly uttered:

“I’m sorry, for this was never my intention.”

His hands were stained crimson with fresh blood, the viscous droplets pattering onto the floor. Dazed, Xie Haozhu could only murmur:

“Why…”

She couldn’t understand.

She had harbored fondness for that man. Perhaps she had even believed, or rather, convinced herself that he reciprocated those feelings.

Which was why he had sought her out, why he had spent that delightful time together with her – laughing, conversing, cherishing those precious moments…

Yet the harsh reality before her eyes now seemed to cruelly denounce all those shared experiences as mere saccharine lies.

“Papa…”

But her Papa offered no response to Xie Haozhu’s words, a pool of blood already congealing beneath the chair he was bound to.

“Papa, wake up!”

Desperately denying this situation, Xie Haozhu’s frantic plea was met with the man’s callous retort raining down upon her:

“You were already aware of how despicable this person was, weren’t you? It’s better that such an existence has been eliminated.”

Xie Haozhu remained silent, fearful that uttering any words might solidify this nightmarish reality – her Papa’s death, his disappearance from existence.

So she couldn’t articulate a single syllable.

This had to be an appalling nightmare. If she closed her eyes and reopened them, she would awaken from this hellish vision.

But no matter how many times she blinked or drew ragged breaths, the circumstances remained unaltered.


“So you killed him?”

Finally, Xie Haozhu acknowledged the reality before her. Lifting her gaze, she stared directly at the man’s face.

Infuriatingly, he still regarded her with that same benevolent expression.

“Because Papa was cruel to me? Is that why you killed him?”

“Yes.”

Hearing him justify his actions as if committed for her sake was utterly unbearable.

Xie Haozhu clenched her fists. Extending this fist would instantly obliterate that man’s existence.

But doing so would also erase her Papa. Seemingly aware of this, the man remained resolutely by her father’s side.

“Step away from Papa.”

At Xie Haozhu’s demand, the man shook his head.

“If I move even a single step away, you intend to eliminate me, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

She intended to confirm her Papa’s condition, then eradicate this man.

The man continued speaking:

“Even though he was someone detrimental to you, exploiting and leeching away your very existence.”

“But he was still my Papa. My Papa!”

Despite Xie Haozhu’s emphatic retort, the man merely smiled – a bright, unrestrained smile that felt utterly intolerable to her.

“So move aside.”

In response to Xie Haozhu’s demand, the man abruptly remarked:

“I never did reveal my name to you, did I?”


She recalled the words he had spoken a few days prior:

-It would be boring to simply reveal it now. How about I tell you after we’ve met a few more times?

At the time, those words had filled her with anticipation. She had even thought he would surely disclose his name to her eventually.

But now, she held no interest whatsoever in learning this man’s name.

“I don’t care about your name at all.”

“It’s the name of your Papa’s killer, you know. You should commit it to memory.”

Those words caught her breath. Suppressing the surging fury, Xie Haozhu glared at the man intently.

“Shen Weltschmerz – that is my appellation.”

Shen. A man with the ridiculously arrogant name God. (tl/n: ‘Shen’ here is ‘sin’ from the MC’s name and means god/deity. So even if it’s partly, but he literally has used his own name,.)

Identical to the entity that had repeatedly stolen her memories.

Why, of all titles, did this vile man bear the name of a god?

“I’ll be sure to remember it well.”

“You won’t need to. Once I eliminate you here, it will all be over.”

At those words, the man adjusted his muffler, pulling it up to conceal his mouth. Watching him mask his face, a foreboding premonition gripped Xie Haozhu.

“What are you…”

Before she could complete that utterance, her vision blurred.

Poison.

Her knees buckled involuntarily.

With her rationality slipping away, Xie Haozhu realized she mustn’t lose consciousness here. Desperately channeling her mana, she tried to speak:

“You… kill…”

But her body betrayed her will.

“Pa…pa…”

As she slipped into unconsciousness, the tears her eyes could no longer shed belatedly streamed down her cheeks.

* * *

Confirming Xie Haozhu’s collapsed form, I waved my hand to disperse the sedative vapors. Once the toxins had dissipated, I lowered my muffler – or rather, the mask concealed within the muffler’s folds.

The soporific poison had plunged Xie Haozhu into a deep slumber. She wouldn’t regain consciousness for at least ten minutes. Into her tiny clenched fist, I slipped an item I had prepared in advance. Whether she would read it, discard it, ignore it, or heed its contents – that choice belonged solely to her.

After ensuring Xie Haozhu’s condition, I addressed the ceiling:

“With this, the Anti-Society should no longer pose a threat to you.”

As if on cue, a figure dropped down from above – Qian Chilian.

“You were aware of my presence?”

“It was rather difficult to miss.”

Her overwhelming presence had been unmistakable. Not to mention the occasional murderous glares she had directed my way, as if itching to slit my throat at any moment.

Had I not previously cautioned Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho against harming her, we might have clashed even before Xie Haozhu’s arrival.

Regarding Xie Haozhu’s unconscious form, Qian Chilian remarked:

“So this was the ‘Monster of the Anti-Society’?”

I shook my head at her words.

“The true monster was that man over there.”

Qian Chilian fell silent, though I knew she disagreed. Those aware of Xie Haozhu’s atrocities would find it difficult to accept that such deeds had been committed by someone appearing so childlike.

But anyone who had witnessed her actions firsthand, regardless of her outward appearance, would be gripped by an instinctive terror towards Xie Haozhu.

Qian Chilian was no exception.

“She must be eliminated.”

At those words, I shook my head once more.

“No.”

“She’s too formidable an adversary to let live.”

“I’m aware. But you need not worry – the one she seeks vengeance against isn’t you, but rather Shen Weltschmerz.”

My statement caused Qian Chilian’s eyes to narrow.

“Why? Why are you sparing that girl’s life?”

“Well, let’s call it a bout of misplaced pity.”

I had no intention of baring the complex emotions I harbored towards Xie Haozhu to Qian Chilian.

For now, framing it as pity or compassion would suffice as an explanation. It wasn’t entirely inaccurate, either.

I hoped she could truly live, even through such unconventional means.

“If those are the words of our benefactor, I have no choice but to comply.”

With those words, Qian Chilian bowed deeply towards me.

“The Silver Moon Society is deeply indebted to you.”

I could only shrug awkwardly at her profound gesture of gratitude.

“The leader will be waiting for you.”

“No, there’s no need to trouble him when he must be preoccupied. Please extend an invitation once the situation has improved.”

I hadn’t forgotten their abrupt dismissal despite initially inviting us.

Qian Chilian’s expression indicated she had been struck by that thinly veiled barb.

Utterly satisfying.

* * *

“You’re really going to leave her be like that?”

“Yes.”

“Even after stating she might seek vengeance against Boss!”

Meeting Han Seo-hyeon’s accusatory gaze, I could only offer an awkward smile. As if his frustration had reached the boiling point, Han Seo-hyeon pounded his chest while ranting furiously:

“I even summoned the crows to lead her here, so I thought you intended to eliminate any future threats. But what is this? Practically announcing ‘I’m the culprit!’ and then letting her live? I’d go berserk seeking revenge against the Boss too if I were her!”

I responded to Han Seo-hyeon’s grievances with a wry smile. His indignation was understandable – my actions likely did appear foolish. In truth, they were rather foolish.

But I had my reasons for proceeding in this manner.

“If she couldn’t identify her father’s killer, Haozhu would only blame herself.”

Consumed by self-recrimination for failing to save her Papa, she would have embarked on that same path of self-destruction once more.

But if she knew the culprit’s identity?

Perhaps she might muster the will to persevere, if only for the sake of vengeance.

Clinging to life, driven by the singular purpose of eliminating me.

“So why did you have to go that far?”

“It’s simple. I want her to live.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon began tearing at his own hair in exasperation.

“Aaaagh, why did it have to come to this? If you wanted to help her, couldn’t you have just kept the Boss’s actions a secret and treated her kindly…?”

“Then I would have merely become another ‘Papa’ figure to her.”

What Xie Haozhu required was a profound growing pain. Not reliance on others, but the realization of how to survive independently.

“Do you really think this method will work?”

“Hmm.”

Recalling the warehouse where I had left Xie Haozhu unconscious, I nodded in affirmation.

“To remember me, she can no longer sacrifice her memories as payment. And pursuing me in her childlike state would be an arduous undertaking, so she’ll have to cease forfeiting her growth as well. That should suffice.”

Through repeated clashes with this harsh world, she would eventually comprehend its cruelties.

“Besides, I have no intentions of meekly accepting her vengeance either.”

Despite outward appearances, I was actively striving to prevent this world’s destruction.

I would absolutely persevere and survive.

“Oh, for crying out loud!”

Clutching his head once more, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed in vexation:

“So you intended to provoke her animosity from the very start?”

It seemed I would be enduring his complaints for the next few days.
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When Xie Haozhu reopened her eyes, she was alone.

Rising to her feet, she walked forward, brushing off the dirt clinging to her knees. Slowly advancing, in the center of the dust-filled abandoned warehouse lay the person she had so desperately sought.

Her Papa, bound to the chair in a pool of blood, his body utterly motionless.

Her Papa’s seated form had grown deathly cold.

Raising her hands, Xie Haozhu gently lifted his face. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she beheld his pallid, lifeless visage.

“Papa…”

A despicable man, yet the only person who had cared for Xie Haozhu. A wicked person, and yet her sole Papa.

Sitting before him, Xie Haozhu embraced his body tightly.

Uncaring of the blood seeping into her clothes or the chill of his corpse, she held him close.

Leaning towards his cold ear, Xie Haozhu whispered:

“Does it hurt?”

Receiving no answer, she continued addressing him.

“Papa, you were terrible, I know. You only exploited me.”

It had been impossible not to realize.

The more she obeyed his commands, the smaller Xie Haozhu became while the Monster of the Anti-Society grew monstrously.

“But Papa was still precious to me. You saved my life, and you were the only one who said I was needed.”

No one else had ever uttered those words to Xie Haozhu.

‘She’s a witch wielding strange powers – she deserves to die!’ The villagers who had assaulted her, the child they deemed cursed, had been the ones her Papa rescued. Bestowing his own surname upon her, he had called her his daughter.

And he had whispered that she was needed.

Unlike everyone else in this world, her Papa alone had declared her existence necessary.


“Papa, it seems that man didn’t need me after all. He must have disliked me for being a monster.”

Xie Haozhu confided to her Papa’s remains.

What was the meaning of this? Having killed her Papa, that man had simply abandoned her. Why? Why had he killed her Papa yet left her behind?

“It would have been better if he had killed me too. Or perhaps…”

The imagined scenario caused Xie Haozhu’s lips to tremble.

Rather than discarding her in this manner, what if he had extended his hand to her instead?

Perhaps she might have accepted that outstretched hand.

Clutching her aching heart, Xie Haozhu berated herself for her naivete.

She had foolishly placed her trust in that man.

He had been utterly cruel.

Allowing her to anticipate a tomorrow, giving her the desire to retain those memories-

Only to deliver the most harrowing future imaginable.

In Xie Haozhu’s tomorrow, her Papa no longer existed. Nor did that man. Nothing remained.

No, there was one lingering fragment.

“Papa.”

Slowly parting her lips, Xie Haozhu spoke:

“Do you desire vengeance?”

Again, no response came. Yet she felt certain of the answer he would have given.

The Papa she knew would never forgive the one responsible for his demise.

He would undoubtedly yearn for that man to suffer torments equal to her own anguish.


“So do I.”

Xie Haozhu shared that thirst for retribution against the man who had so callously abandoned her. She wished to shatter him, inflict injuries, deprive him of everything he cherished – just as he had ravaged her future.

Had he expected his own tomorrow to be blissful after condemning her existence to such hell?

“Very well. I will do so. Since he killed you, that man must die too. That’s only fair, isn’t it? That’s right.”

To hunt down those responsible, she couldn’t discard her memories. She had to retain them fully.

“I will find them, no matter what.”

Regardless of where they were or what they did, she would locate them without fail.

And demand restitution for today’s transgressions.

Unfolding the note that man had left behind, Xie Haozhu read:

[I’ll be waiting.]

“Yes, I’ll make you wait.”

For in Xie Haozhu’s tomorrow, only vengeance against that man remained.

That very night, another divine entity inquired:

[Will you forfeit today’s memories as payment for a transaction?]

Xie Haozhu adamantly shook her head. There were certain memories she absolutely could not relinquish now.

* * *

Having resolved the Anti-Society crisis, we decided to return to Korea. Our mode of transportation would be by sea once more.

Upon hearing this, Han Seo-hyeon pleaded with me, his face drained of color:

“Seriously, can’t you just knock me out?”

“Hmm. For three whole days?”


“Yes.”

Responding to Han Seo-hyeon’s request, I summoned Kim Jae-ho.

As Kim Jae-ho’s fist sent Han Seo-hyeon tumbling backwards, a blissful smile graced his features.

And so, for three days.

After safely setting foot on Korean soil, we immediately sought out Baek Do-san.

“The outcome exceeded my expectations.”

At Baek Do-san’s words, I shrugged nonchalantly.

“I merely upheld my end of our agreement.”

“Good, good. So where should I have the kids sent?”

“There’s a ranch in New Zealand that should suffice.”

I provided Baek Do-san with the necessary information. After listening to my lengthy explanation, he regarded me with an expression of surprise, but eventually nodded in understanding.

“So there are trustworthy individuals there who can properly care for these children.”

“Indeed.”

“The preparations will take about three days. Until then, they can stay at the accommodations we’ve arranged.”

Three days.

A period that could feel fleeting or protracted.

During that time, we would have the opportunity to prepare for our farewell to the children.

Before that, I summoned Kim Jae-ho.

“Would you like to go as well?”

Tilting his head at my query, Kim Jae-ho asked:

“Where to?”

“New Zealand.”

I hastily added:

“With the children.”

Those kids were in the same predicament as Kim Jae-ho. They understood him better than anyone and could become his family moving forward.

“Why are you asking me that?”

“If you remain here, you’ll have to stay with us for the rest of your life. Eventually, you might find it impossible to extricate yourself once entwined with the name ‘Weltschmerz.'”

My decision to have Kim Jae-ho accompany us had been a selfish one. If a better environment existed where he could be entrusted to more suitable guardians, I felt it would be preferable to send him there.

Kim Jae-ho questioned:

“Why did you spare that girl?”

“Hmm?”

“That girl. You could have killed her, couldn’t you?”

Caught off guard by his unexpected inquiry, I could only blink in surprise. While I might have expected such a question from Han Seo-hyeon, I hadn’t anticipated it from Kim Jae-ho.

Unable to formulate a response, I merely continued blinking silently. Observing my wordless reaction, Kim Jae-ho stated:

“I want to stay here.”

Not even awaiting my answer, he had already declared his decision. Narrowing my eyes at his response, I asked:

“Are you certain? You might find greater happiness accompanying those children.”

“I like it here.”

“Even though it’s far more perilous, with the risk of death?”

Kim Jae-ho simply nodded repeatedly, his childlike demeanor pricking my conscience. Was it truly acceptable to welcome such a choice?

Regardless, since he wished to remain, I could only feel grateful.

“Let me know if you change your mind.”

There were still three days remaining before we would send off the children.

During our time in China, the children had been residing in a two-story residence arranged by Baek Do-san.

Over these past few days, the children had grown considerably more subdued.

“Ajeossi!”

“Waaah!”

They clung tightly, refusing to let go of us. Even the usually reserved Il-ho behaved similarly. Truthfully, I hadn’t expected such affection from him.

Perhaps they had realized our parting drew imminent.

“Did you all enjoy your time with those uncles?”

“Yes. Aside from the terrible food, at least.”

“My cooking wasn’t any better, was it?”

“No, it was delicious.”

A blatant lie. I lacked any culinary aptitude whatsoever. Still, being told my meals were delicious didn’t displease me.

“Can you tell us the adventures you went through?”

As the children approached requesting a story, I cleared my throat awkwardly.

“It wasn’t an adventure exciting enough to share, really.”

Feigning exasperation, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed:

“You created a new nemesis, didn’t you? Every night, I dream of that girl pummeling me with her fists!”

“A girl? Pummeling fists?”

“Ahh, stop saying weird things in front of the kids and let’s just go inside!”

I clamped Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth shut. Shooting me a glare, he retreated back indoors. The child seated beside me, Il-ho, inquired:

“Can you at least tell us where we’ll be going? Surely that much is alright to share.”

“You’ll all be heading to New Zealand. It’s a wonderful place. And the person who will be looking after you there is also very kind.”

“But they might not be.”

“Hmm.”

Il-ho’s apprehension was understandable, considering the children had been subjected to horrific experiments.

“Don’t worry. If that person turns out to be unkind, we’ll come to rescue you again.”

I spoke sincerely.

I had no intentions of simply abandoning the children after sending them away.

I planned to check on their well-being from time to time, even if infrequently.

“Ideally, I’d prefer if you could all forget about us and live happily instead. That would be far more beneficial for your future lives.”

“Don’t spout such nonsense.”

“Tsk.”

Well, it would be difficult to completely erase the memories of those who had rescued them from that hell. Still, we would be assuming the role of villains moving forward. The more fondly the children regarded us, the more detrimental it would prove for them.

Seeming to discern my unspoken thoughts, Il-ho curtly retorted:

“If you’re about to call yourselves villains, just stop right there. What matters is that you didn’t treat us poorly.”

Then he added:

“Do you know what those people said? That they were benefiting the world by doing this.”

That there was a shortage of awakeners in the world, so such cruel acts against children were necessary contributions. Spouting such nonsense, those individuals had inflicted unimaginable cruelties upon the children.

Which had led the children to realize.

That the world’s notions of good and evil held no true significance.

“We’re leaving because we’re too young and incapable of accompanying you. We don’t want to become burdens.”

Il-ho’s face contorted with resentment. Unable to find the appropriate words, I could only pat his shoulder reassuringly.

“So don’t you forget about us either, ajeossi. Never forget us, for your entire life. Because one day when we’ve grown up, we’ll definitely come find you again.”

I wasn’t sure whether to feel gratified or apprehensive at the increasing number of individuals vowing to seek me out in the future.

Time passed swiftly. Even when I posed my final question, Kim Jae-ho shook his head – he would remain by my side.

And the moment of parting arrived.

Watching the ship carrying the children drift farther into the distance, I waved farewell.

I sincerely wished for their happiness.

Having endured such hardships in their young lives, my heartfelt desire was for that vessel to carry them towards a far more joyful future.

* * *

Atop a verdant hill spanning the vast plains stood a beautiful house constructed from azure bricks.

Blending harmoniously with the surrounding scenery, this dwelling seemed plucked straight from a fairy tale. Within resided a man referred to as the White Angel due to his entirely alabaster features.

Even today, he offered his prayers towards God, just as he had done before awakening – having previously studied at a theological seminary, he had continued living a devoutly faithful life.

Kneeling reverently towards the unresponding God he implored daily.

As he completed his prayers, a voice called out from behind:

“Dominic! Come over here, please.”

Following the summons, Dominic approached to find around ten children standing together. Puzzled by their unexpected presence, he tilted his head quizzically.

“Oh my.”

These were children whose origins remained utterly unknown to him. More astonishing was the fact that he could sense mana emanating from each of them. Kneeling down, Dominic surveyed the youths bearing sullen, disgruntled expressions as they scrutinized him in turn.

“Why have these children come here, I wonder?”

“I’m not sure myself. Someone simply abandoned them here and fled.”

“Is there anyone who can explain this situation?”

Dominic’s query was met with silence from the children. Perhaps none of them could speak English? Just as he began considering that possibility:

[I can’t speak English, but I can communicate like this.]

A child with shimmering emerald irises had caught his attention.

‘You can read my thoughts?’

[Yes.]

While such an ability might have startled or instilled fear in others, Dominic remained unperturbed.

‘You possess a precious talent.’

Extending his hand towards the child, Dominic inquired:

‘Would you share how you all arrived here?’

[That’s irrelevant. What matters is whether you intend to take us in or cast us out. That’s the crux of it, isn’t it? If you plan to abandon us, just say so now.]

The child’s blunt words elicited a warm chuckle from Dominic.

“I suppose there’s no helping it. This too must be the Lord’s design.”

And so, the man who would later become known as the ‘Savior’ took in those ten children that day.
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While I may not know where people originate from, I do recognize their absence. With the children’s departure, our base felt strangely empty.

“I had just started growing attached to them.”

“You can’t keep them clinging to you forever, though.”

“I know, I know. But I still feel rather wistful about it.”

“Those kids will be just fine.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon asked:

“Who exactly did you entrust the children to, anyway?”

“Dominic Zane.”

“Who is that person?”

A name that would become renowned worldwide in the future, but still an unfamiliar one at present.

“Someone who will be hailed as the ‘Savior of New Zealand’ in time to come. A genuinely good person deserving of such an honorific.”

Dominic is an awakener possessing the ‘Welcome’ talent. Even after awakening, he continued living a humble life on a hill amidst the plains – something possible due to New Zealand’s lack of compulsory awakener registration laws, unlike our country.

His emergence occurred when an S-rank Gate opened in New Zealand.

At Eden Hill, known as the ‘Garden of Eden,’ when that S-rank Gate triggered a Breakthrough event, the White Savior suddenly appeared – Dominic personally handling all the monsters that emerged.

From that day forth, he became renowned as New Zealand’s savior.

Yet rather than revel in that fame, he reportedly requested to be allowed to continue his tranquil lifestyle undisturbed.

In any case, he was an exemplary individual worth emulating in numerous aspects.

“Are you sure it’s wise to entrust complete strangers with such confidence?”

“Yes.”

I stated with certainty that Dominic Zane was a trustworthy person.


—Did you happen to encounter that person in the future or something?

‘No, I’ve never actually met Dominic myself.’

—Then how can you be so convinced based solely on his reputation?

While I had never met Dominic directly, Seol Rok-jin had. And he had utterly despised the man.

The individuals Seol Rok-jin loathed tended to be decent people, more often than not.

—That was your sole reasoning?

‘That reasoning alone is remarkably accurate for assessing someone’s character, you know? Dominic was an individual capable of provoking Seol Rok-jin to declare, ‘I’ll have to dispose of that man someday!’ He’s a 100% saint! No, a 200% saint!’

—I see, never mind your peculiar criteria then. But are you truly certain he’s trustworthy?

‘While I haven’t met him face-to-face, he is indeed a good person. Moreover, the location where he currently resides is renowned for its breathtaking natural scenery.’

He lived on Eden Hill itself – a place befitting the ‘Garden of Eden’ moniker, undoubtedly exquisite.

—Going from an accursed dwelling to the Garden of Eden. Quite literally, a transition from hell to heaven.

‘Our base isn’t that bad, either.’

Ahem, I surveyed our headquarters. Admittedly, in stark contrast to my words, our base was an utter mess. Having recently stayed in decent accommodations, its dilapidated state seemed overly rundown.

“Should we use some of our recent earnings to renovate this place?”

Perhaps due to the children’s vacant spaces, the common area appeared especially barren. We had only constructed the base framework with minimal functional furnishings, leaving it feeling utterly empty.

“We should get some putty to properly refinish the walls, apply new wallpaper, and replace the flooring with hardwood too.”

As I spoke, Han Seo-hyeon cautiously remarked:

“But shouldn’t we preserve that wall at least?”

The wall Han Seo-hyeon pointed towards in the common area was adorned with childish scribbles.

Lopsided doodles depicting me, Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, and the ten children. While the artistic quality was hardly praiseworthy, seeing their earnest efforts to imbue personality into the drawings still elicited an involuntary smile.


“When did they even draw these?”

Gazing at the mural, I inquired to Ray:

‘Do you know any preservation spells?’

—What for?

‘Just answer – do you know any or not?’

—I do.

We should preserve this artwork. For about ten years? No, maybe a hundred?

—Are you intending to turn this into some historical site?

* * *

After bidding farewell to the children, we returned to our ordinary daily routines – sleeping, eating, sparring, and training.

Occasionally, we would take breaks, like the present moment.

“Do you really think that girl will come seeking the Boss for vengeance?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s question, I narrowed my eyes warily – an instinctive response anticipating another lecture incoming. Discerning my expression, Han Seo-hyeon sighed before explaining:

“I was just curious, that’s all.”

“Well, I did inform her of my name so she could find me.”

“Huh, you even told her your name?”

Scratching my head, I clarified:

“Not my real name. I told her to seek Shen of Weltschmerz.”

“Shen?”

“It’s ‘Sin’ derived from my own name, but in Chinese. Thus ‘Shen’.”


“Shen? It’s not the ‘Shen’ I’m thinking of, is it?”

“Correct. My name itself means to please the gods.” (tl/n: sin – god, Yi-sin –  to please the gods.)

My parents, whose identities I struggle to recall, must have loved me dearly to bestow the name Yi-sin upon me.

“Though my nickname ended up being rather irreverent in comparison.”

“Irreverent?”

“Because it’s Kang Yi-sin.” (tl/n: while the MC’s given name Yi-sin has a positive meaning, his full name ‘Kang Yi-sin’ sounds similar to the Korean word ‘gansin’ which means treacherous minister/traitorous official. A play of words.)

“Pffahaha!”

Han Seo-hyeon fell over laughing at my nickname, but I couldn’t find it nearly as amusing. It had been a derisive moniker used to torment me during my time beside Seol Rok-jin.

“I’d rather you two not inherit that particular insult as well. Hence, I instructed Xiaozhu to seek the ‘God of Weltschmerz’ instead.”

The Chinese pronunciation of ‘sin’ being ‘shen,’ that’s why it’s Shen of Weltschmerz.

“That does sound rather plausible.”

While I had merely revealed one syllable from my name, Han Seo-hyeon was correct – it did possess a certain gravitas. Perhaps I should adopt it as my operational alias moving forward.

“The God of the Melancholic World. An incredibly arrogant title, but oh well.” (tl/n: a small explanation from c42 – ‘Weltschmerz’ – pessimistic/melancholic, world-weary worldview.)

Contemplating this, I stroked my chin. It did have a nice ring to it.

“You should also consider an operational alias for yourself.”

“So suddenly?”

“Not suddenly at all. Remember how awkward your introduction was last time? When asked who you were, you responded with ‘Weltschmerz… uhh, Weltschmerz.'”

Recalling that embarrassing moment, I explained further to Han Seo-hyeon’s exaggerated eye-roll.

“It’s fine to use my real name, I suppose.”

I immediately shook my head at Han Seo-hyeon’s assertion.

“Even so, using your real name is inadvisable.”

Weltschmerz and Han Seo-hyeon must not become associated. While his family had already perished, other acquaintances tied to the name ‘Han Seo-hyeon’ could still potentially face danger.

“Even close friends could become potential targets.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“What about former neighbors, then?”

“No neighbors either.”

I regarded Han Seo-hyeon with a somber expression.

“What’s with that pitying look? Do you have any friends, Boss?”

I do. Perceiving my expression, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed in a tone laced with resignation:

“How many?”

“The number isn’t important – it’s the depth that matters!”

In that sense, Jeong Ho-san and I could be considered truly, profoundly close.

Mocking my words, Han Seo-hyeon remarked:

“Based on your phrasing, I’m guessing two at most? No, just one?”

“Ugh!”

Yes, my only friend was indeed Jeong Ho-san. To the extent where I could rightfully call him a friend at this point.

As for Kim Jae-ho, there was no need to even ask.

“He probably doesn’t have any friends either.”

“No, I do.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s assertion, Han Seo-hyeon and I stared at him wide-eyed. How could someone like him possibly have friends?

“…But they’re dead.”

His words cast a somber pall over the atmosphere. Elbowing me, Han Seo-hyeon muttered:

“Way to kill the mood! You really put your foot in your mouth there!”

Was this truly my fault? A surge of indignation rose within me, but I still apologized to Kim Jae-ho.

“Sorry.”

Silence lingered. Surveying us both, Han Seo-hyeon mumbled under his breath:

“Come to think of it, the three of us combined only have a single friend between us. We’re really blessed with abundant social connections.”

“We have plenty of acquaintances, at least.”

Not a lie – we genuinely did, especially with the recent children’s temporary residence.

“…That just makes me feel even more pathetic.”

We weren’t the ones being ostracized from society. We were the ones ostracizing the world itself.

Anyway, back to the topic of aliases. We returned to the main point.

“Well, I’m a necromancer. So, something like death? Weltschmerz was in German, right?”

Han Seo-hyeon, who had been searching on his phone for a moment, said:

“I’ll go with Tod.” (tl/n: ‘death’ from German.)

“Since you’re a necromancer, that’s not bad, but should you decide on it so casually?”

“Says the boss who derived his name from one character of his own name.”

When he put it that way, I had nothing to say. Shifting my gaze towards Kim Jae-ho, I inquired:

“Jae-ho, do you have any preferred alias in mind?”

“It doesn’t seem like Jae-ho hyung has given it much thought.”

“I want to keep using this name. I don’t like any other names.”

“Hmm. But having just ‘Kim Jae-ho’ under code names like Tod and Shen would look rather odd, wouldn’t it?”

I shrugged at Han Seo-hyeon’s remark.

“Let’s just keep Jae-ho as a secret, then. He likely won’t need an alias.”

After all, Jae-ho would primarily operate from the shadows moving forward.

Once we had settled on our names, we rose from our seats.

“Back to training.”

“Ugh.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s expression soured, but there was no helping it.

“Today’s training safeguards tomorrow’s survival. Can you not even lift that heavy rump of yours?”

* * *

For several days, Do Chae-hee had been wandering around with a haggard expression. Unable to overlook her disheveled appearance any longer, Park Cheol-wan called her aside to inquire:

“Why do you look so rough?”

“It’s nothing, really.”

“It’s not nothing. You’ve been staying up nights poring over those files again, haven’t you?”

Do Chae-hee offered an awkward smile, confirming Park Cheol-wan’s suspicions – she could never deceive him.

“If I don’t look into it, no one else will pay any attention to that case.”

The investigation into the so-called ‘Orphanage Murders and Disappearances’ presumed to have been perpetrated by Weltschmerz had reached a dead end.

Despite clear evidence of missing children, their superiors were eager to sweep the entire incident under the rug.

The reasoning given was that revealing the inhumane crimes committed – child abductions, human experimentation, forced awakenings, and genetic modifications – would incite societal chaos.

Unsurprisingly, Do Chae-hee had also faced pressure to cease investigating this case.

But she couldn’t bring herself to abandon it.

“Children went missing, didn’t they?”

This case involved ten definitive child victims. Uncovering their whereabouts, rescuing those children – that was Do Chae-hee’s sole driving purpose.

However, the organization suspected of abducting them, Weltschmerz, had vanished without a trace.

Just like during the Auction incident.

“I don’t understand why everyone refuses to take Weltschmerz seriously.”

Although Do Chae-hee had vociferously warned about the dangers posed by Weltschmerz, no one in the Awakener Crimes Department seemed particularly concerned.

The justification, of course, being the lack of ‘civilian casualties’ resulting from their activities.

At the Auction, not a single person had died. And the researchers killed during the Orphanage incident could hardly be classified as ‘civilians’ – they were utterly despicable individuals.

Children had gone missing, but… in any case, they hadn’t ‘died,’ technically speaking.

Clicking his tongue at Do Chae-hee’s vehement protests, Park Cheol-wan retorted:

“We want to apprehend those bastards too, but there are far worse criminals to prioritize first. Like the ones who wiped out our entire strike team during the A-rank Gate incident in Samyang. Not to mention the Gas Station Murders case, remember? On top of that, we lack any substantial evidence to pursue Weltschmerz directly, so it’s better to focus our efforts elsewhere for now.”

Park Cheol-wan countered Do Chae-hee’s arguments with facts.

“Unless we uncover more evidence! Or new witnesses emerge. We couldn’t even extract meaningful information from those other kids found at the orphanage, could we?”

His words caused Do Chae-hee’s shoulders to tremble. Perceiving her reaction, Park Cheol-wan asked:

“Do you know something, after all?”

“No, nothing.”

Do Chae-hee had refrained from sharing the information she had previously obtained with anyone.

That Han Seo-hyeon might be affiliated with those individuals – no, not ‘might be,’ but was undoubtedly collaborating with them, based on the credible intelligence.

Why would Han Seo-hyeon have joined forces with them? No matter how she racked her brain without concrete data, accurate deductions remained elusive, as Park Cheol-wan had implied.

The only certainty was that he didn’t seem to be acting under duress.

Which only compounded her unease further.

“In any case, take care of yourself while working on this.”

Do Chae-hee offered a halfhearted nod at Park Cheol-wan’s words.

Though she had agreed, she knew she couldn’t abandon her investigation into Weltschmerz.
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We decided to remain confined within our base for the time being.

Having earned some money, we intended to focus on the training we had been neglecting.

Enhancing Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s abilities was important, but honing my own combat prowess took precedence.

Unlike before when my growth had stagnated, numerous areas now remained for me to train in, reigniting the flames of progress.

Especially since a new objective had emerged for me.

“Attaining the three-stroke ability, you mean.”

—It won’t be easy, though.

I nodded at Ray’s words.

“Certainly, it might not be simple, but as I mentioned previously, attributes that complement each other well should be manageable when combined.”

I had discovered several such compatible pairings through my explorations thus far – fire and wind, water and lightning, darkness and gravity. Gravity and telekinesis also seemed to blend rather seamlessly, being from similar disciplines.

The attribute boasting the most potential combinations was water.

Water could intermingle with various other attributes quite readily. Moreover, the possibilities for amplifying its destructive force were virtually endless. While the combination of water and lightning yielded the most potent devastation, combining water and freezing temperatures could potentially produce even greater results with equivalent mana expenditure.

In fact, the combination of water and freezing shared almost identical properties to the ice attribute itself. However, employing both elements to create an ‘ice blade’ far surpassed the raw might of the singular ice attribute while actually requiring less mana consumption.

If the ice attribute alone yielded an output value of 2 for an input cost of 2, perhaps combining water and freezing temperatures could achieve an output of 3 while only expending inputs of 1 each.

I had uncovered several such complementary combinations following this principle.

Continuing to explore these synergistic pairings would undoubtedly allow me to utilize mana far more efficiently.

Of course, the paramount objective remained synchronizing the three separate mana circuits within my body simultaneously.

I activated my mana-enhancing bracelet, outputting around 10% of its full capacity. Even that fraction caused the summoned fireball to swell to an uncontrollable size for most. But it remained under my complete dominion.

And now, one more element.

Closing my eyes, I concentrated my mental focus. The mana circuits etched into my body became clearly visible.


With Ray’s assistance and my persistent efforts, I had successfully visualized portions of the mana circuits embedded within me.

This wasn’t something I had only recently begun during our time in China. Every night, I had analyzed and committed those mana circuits to memory.

The sheer number of mana circuits woven into my body was staggering, but through gradual daily stimulation and examination, I had managed to discern and categorize their distinct systems, so to speak.

As a result, I could perceive precisely which mana circuit needed to be activated.

Adjacent to the currently active fire-affiliated talent lay the line I sought – the wind mana circuit branching out like the bough of a tree.

All I needed was to channel my physical mana into that specific segment.

Slowly, carefully.

Yet despite cautiously infusing my mana into that circuit, it failed to accept the influx. The mana, having nowhere to flow, violently churned within my body instead.

“Kughk!”

The agonizing pain left me unable to properly vocalize. Blood surged up my esophagus as internal injuries manifested. Coughing out the bloody discharge, I immediately channeled healing mana to soothe the upheaval raging within.

“Kughk.”

Despite their ostensibly compatible natures, the combination of fire and wind had ended in failure.

Wiping the blood from the back of my hand, I remained seated, contemplating intently.

“Why didn’t it work?”

Guiding the mana into the circuit, regulating the appropriate input quantity – I had succeeded in those aspects. Yet the mana circuit had failed to activate. What was the reason?

The path to success had been clearly visible, fueling my determination even further.

—You mustn’t act impetuously!

Exhaling deeply at Ray’s cautionary words, I acknowledged their validity. Recklessly forcing the mana flow could indeed result in sustaining internal injuries like these.

Still, this attempt had demonstrated potential progress.

Unlike before when I couldn’t even influence the mana circuits themselves, I had managed to channel mana into them this time. The issue lay in the circuits’ inability to accept and circulate that influx properly.


While it had resulted in numerous internal wounds, I had glimpsed a tangible possibility.

And with gradual, incremental advancement through repeated efforts, perhaps eventual success could be attained.

—Relying on such a crude, brute-force approach is foolish. Do you intend to keep battering away until you finally stumble upon the solution?

‘My body will simply heal itself, so it’s inconsequential.’

Ray responded with a derisive click of the tongue, seemingly dissatisfied with my reasoning.

‘But there has been gradual progress, hasn’t there?’

—That’s precisely the baffling part.

Rising from my seated position, I realized recuperation would require time regardless. This interval should be utilized productively.

“Jae-ho, come over here.”

At my summons, Kim Jae-ho ambled over leisurely.

Kim Jae-ho possessed extraordinary physical abilities. His musculature was resilient, his joints as flexible as a feline’s. Even his fundamental senses surpassed ordinary human capacities.

Hence, through sheer bodily movements alone without any formal training, he exuded devastating force.

The researchers at the laboratory whose skulls he had crushed served as a prime example.

But Kim Jae-ho’s true prowess lay in leveraging those physical gifts for infiltration and stealth. That feline agility rendered him a peerless assassin – though he currently only utilized his abilities in an crude, unrefined manner.

Leading Kim Jae-ho to a clearing blanketed with fallen leaves, I instructed:

“Move around here without making any sound.”

Kim Jae-ho responded with a wordless glare of disdain.

“Hmm, but you should be capable of this.”

Crunch, crunch.

The dried leaves crunched audibly beneath Kim Jae-ho’s footsteps as he deliberately trampled them underfoot.


“Are you trying to protest me or something?”

Narrowing his eyes, Kim Jae-ho shook his head dismissively.

“How?”

“What?”

“How am I supposed to move?”

Well, I didn’t know either – these had been natural instincts for the former Kim Jae-ho. Scratching my head, I suggested:

“Let’s just keep practicing until you regain the ability.”

His gaze darkened further.

“Alright, we’ll try to find a method, then.”

Kim Jae-ho disliked tedious tasks lacking any inherent appeal. While possessing the willingness to train, that determination remained fickle at best. To genuinely motivate him, I would need to adapt my approach.

“How about we turn this into a game instead?”

“A game?”

“Yes, like hide-and-seek.”

Recalling how Kim Jae-ho had played with the children, his gloomy demeanor after their departure likely stemmed from missing those playful interactions.

I intended to recreate a similar dynamic.

“You’ll move around my vicinity. I’ll pursue you solely through tracking your sounds, flinging ice shards in your direction. Your goal is to approach and tag me from behind without being detected.”

Despite my internal injuries, generating small ice shards the size of fingernails posed no difficulty.

Having explained the rules, I shut my eyes. Even blindfolded, tracking Kim Jae-ho’s movements wouldn’t be particularly challenging.

—If you asked me, I could pinpoint that brat’s location easily. Isn’t this a bit unfair?

Though Ray murmured those words, I remained unperturbed.

‘For now, I’ll primarily rely on auditory tracking, merely concealing my own secret advantages.’

Wasn’t it only natural to conceal trump cards in a competitive arena? Though I responded thus, I had no intentions of actually asking Ray to pinpoint Kim Jae-ho’s location – merely verifying he didn’t resort to outright cheating.

Whenever the crunching of disturbed leaves reached my ears, I hurled ice shards in that direction.

Thwack.

Though struck by the ice, Kim Jae-ho seemed annoyed, proceeding more cautiously. But it was futile.

Crunch.

Thwack.

Crunch, crunch.

Thwack, thwack.

Crunch.

Thwack.

Displeased with this situation, Kim Jae-ho let out a low growl. Until now, victory had been entirely mine.

But undeniably, the sounds emanating from his footsteps were gradually diminishing in volume, however slightly. I persisted with this training regimen for quite some time.

And finally, when the rustling of crushed leaves had become nearly inaudible to my ears-

“Enough.”

Kim Jae-ho, having approached silently behind me, bore an utterly aggrieved expression.

“We’ll continue this tomorrow.”

My internal injuries had healed.

Apologies, but my training took priority.

* * *

While Kim Jae-ho dedicated himself to refining bodily movement, Han Seo-hyeon continued practicing skeletal manipulation.

His control over the skeleton had improved considerably.

“I’ve even sparred against Jae-ho hyung a few times recently.”

“How did that go?”

“Well, it ends in the skeleton shattering every time, but still.”

Nonetheless, he claimed to have gained familiarity with actual combat. Additionally, Han Seo-hyeon had been attempting various necromantic spells.

“I can wield dark magic, you see. My skeleton is essentially a recomposed manifestation through summoning.”

Certainly, while the current skeleton had originated from Han Jo-hee’s remains, its physique differed significantly from his original form.

“It’s been reconstructed by intermingling with my own mana. Even when destroyed, it can regenerate due to being reconstituted by my mana.”

Nodding at Han Seo-hyeon’s explanation, I inquired:

“So what have you discovered?”

In response, Han Seo-hyeon channeled his mana, his pupils igniting with blackened flames. Simultaneously, the skeleton’s appearance began transforming gradually – razor-sharp blades protruding from its ordinary skeletal forearms, akin to a mantis’ appendages.

“Haah, haah… It seems possible to morph the skeleton’s form like this by applying mana. Though it’s exceptionally draining without any additional materials.”

Judging by the profuse beads of sweat dotting his brow, that brief exertion had already depleted Han Seo-hyeon considerably.

“You achieved that solely through mana manipulation, without any supplementary materials?”

“Yes.”

While the Necromancer’s talents inherently required a corpse as the primary catalyst, reconstructing a skeletal vessel purely through mana exertion was certainly impressive.

“Hmm, it could definitely prove useful in combat scenarios.”

“I can’t remain confined to the rear lines forever, after all.”

It seemed my persistent relegation of Han Seo-hyeon to solely gathering information had wounded his sense of self-worth.

Well, I had been rather negligent in overlooking the adolescent’s formative growth.

—Even so, involving him in lethal combat might be excessive.

‘Could you stop surreptitiously whispering as if you’re my conscience whenever the notion suits you?’

—I am your conscience, constantly guiding you away from misguided thoughts.

Clearing my throat audibly, I brushed aside Ray’s remark.

Regardless, after Han Seo-hyeon had invested such diligent efforts, outright excluding him would be unwarranted. Moreover, his initial motivation for following me had stemmed from a desire to avenge his brother.

Even if he appeared youthful, possessing a clear objective meant he could not be treated as a mere child.

“Well done.”

Reaching over, I ruffled Han Seo-hyeon’s hair affectionately.

Beaming with uncharacteristic delight at my praise, Han Seo-hyeon’s grin was radiant.

For Han Seo-hyeon’s sake, I should venture into the black market soon as well.

A Necromancer required proper materials to maximize their potential, after all.

‘Hmm, how much money do I currently have available?’

They said money tended to dissipate as quickly as it was earned. But after barely scraping by, a sizable fortune had unexpectedly manifested once more.
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Before visiting the black market, I called Professor Geum. There were numerous artifacts I required.

“I have a request.”

[Oh? For me?]

“Yes.”

[What did you need to request?]

For some reason, his voice over the receiver sounded rather suspicious, unlike his usual demeanor. Had my request become too burdensome for him?

Just as I opened my mouth to inquire, he spoke first:

[You see, I’ve been extremely busy lately! Instead, I’ll introduce you to some skilled artisans in the black market. I’ll send you the details via text message.]

And with that hasty remark, he abruptly hung up.

—He’s an atrocious liar, that one.

“Indeed.”

Had he concluded it would be better to maintain distance from us? Even so, was such blatant discourtesy truly necessary?

This was precisely why capitalist pigs deserved contempt – feigning affability one moment, then instantly revealing their true colors.

Once again, I felt the simmering fury within me threatening to boil over.

—Isn’t blood inherently red, though?

‘That’s not what I meant. Ahem, never mind.’

—No, explain yourself properly instead of dismissing it!

Ignoring Ray’s demand, I decided it ultimately didn’t matter if Professor Geum distanced himself.

While I would be unable to entrust him with upgrading my mask, which was somewhat regrettable, I could still attempt to reverse-engineer the prototype’s artifact circuits and find ways to adapt them myself.

“I had hoped to save some money, though.”


Without Professor Geum’s assistance, I would have to utilize my personal funds.

Accompanied by Han Seo-hyeon, I made my way to the black market, leaving Kim Jae-ho behind due to his traumatic associations with that place.

Upon arrival, Han Seo-hyeon eagerly scanned his surroundings with wide eyes.

“So this is the black market…”

His overt awe marked him as an obvious newcomer to these locales.

Firmly pressing down on the baseball cap adorning his head, I cautioned:

“If you act so conspicuously naive, others might try to abduct you.”

“Ugh!”

Finally perceiving his blatant demeanor, Han Seo-hyeon turned beet red, clamping his mouth shut. After exchanging all our cash for tokens, we proceeded further inside.

“What will we be purchasing here today?”

“For starters, I plan to acquire new identities for you two, along with some useful artifacts tailored to your abilities. But most crucially, I need to obtain a monster corpse you can contract with.”

Until now, the only beings Han Seo-hyeon could command were diminutive imps and the single skeleton.

He had mentioned his mana reserves seemed to have increased enough to potentially facilitate an additional contract, but we lacked a suitable undead corpse.

Today, I intended to procure such a monster cadaver from this market. My words caused Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes to widen in apparent surprise.

“A m-monster corpse? Wouldn’t those be exorbitantly expensive?”

Certainly, pristine monster cadavers commanded astronomical prices. However:

“The cash payment I received for our previous mission was 1 billion won.”

“Kughk!”

“More than enough to purchase a suitable monster for you. So don’t worry about it.”

The remuneration I had received via Baek Do-san had been quite generous.


Considering we had effectively resurrected a nearly defunct organization, 1 billion won could even be considered a modest sum. But for the beleaguered Silver Moon Society reeling from the Anti-Society’s devastation, amassing that amount of liquid funds must have been an immense strain. I gratefully accepted the payment.

“Money is plentiful, so don’t fret. You could even consider a portion of these funds your share as well.”

With those words, I headed towards the location Professor Geum had recommended.

As expected, this area exuded a rather unsavory atmosphere. The pedestrian traffic moved with purposeful haste, all idle chatter strictly prohibited.

Perceptibly unsettled by the cutthroat ambiance, Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulders trembled slightly.

The booth belonging to the artisan Professor Geum had introduced came into view – a man with a distinctive appearance, sporting no less than five piercings along his eyebrows.

“I was hoping to upgrade this mask.”

Accepting the proffered mask, the man inquired:

“What kind of upgrades did you have in mind?”

“Reducing its overall volume and weight, if possible. And making this area more seamless as well.”

The current mask was undeniably rather bulky. Likely due to its numerous embedded functions, it was excessively weighty and thick for a mask.

Moreover, the junction where it met my neck always appeared awkwardly unnatural, necessitating concealment.

My goal was to eliminate these shortcomings.

“Hmm, reducing the volume is feasible, but to eliminate that gap, crafting an entirely new mask would be preferable.”

“Could you manufacture one for me?”

“Well, I lack confidence in replicating this level of quality, to be honest.”

Hmm, perhaps I should attempt some home-made craft instead. As I contemplated that notion, the man retrieved a peculiar material, presenting it before me.

Even at a glance, its malleable, skin-like texture that seemed to adhere seamlessly suggested this was the ‘new material’ he had mentioned.

“Shapeshifter hide. If you use this for the mask’s chin area, it will perfectly camouflage as living flesh. Or you could craft the entire mask from this material.”

Undoubtedly, fashioning a mask from this shapeshifter hide would allow it to meld flawlessly with my face.


“I’ll take all you have available.”

After procuring the necessary materials and settling the payment, I departed that location.

The next destination was a purveyor of basic weapons. Until now, I had relied on an ordinary dagger – sufficient against typical combatants, but I preferred acquiring a proper artifact weapon from this juncture onward.

Additionally, it was time to provide Kim Jae-ho with a suitable armament as well.

The weapon shop I discovered differed significantly from standard fencing operations.

The booth’s proprietor was a burly man bearing a scar across his eye, his very demeanor exuding an intimidating aura – the epitome of an uncompromising disposition, clearly a renowned black market artisan.

Despite noticing my presence, the man remained utterly silent as I surveyed his wares.

Withdrawing the dagger from my waist, I displayed it to him.

“I’m seeking a blade in this general form.”

Indicating the approximate 50cm length and double-edged design I desired, the man inquired:

“Any specific functions required?”

“Sturdiness alone would suffice.”

“No need for weight reduction?”

“No.”

I actually preferred a heftier weight, as it facilitated utilizing the blade as an improvised weighted chain when attached to a wire – more manageable that way.

“Ah, but it would be ideal if the hilt had a ring for affixing a wire rope.”

“Adding a ring is simple enough.”

With those words, the man bent down to retrieve a blade from a container below.

“It’s slightly longer than your specifications, but the width is comparable.”

Accepting the proffered blade, I gave it a few practice swings. The length exceeded my request by around 5cm, but that marginal difference was negligible.

“I’ll take this one.”

“I’ll attach the ring right away, then.”

“Ah, and I’d also like to purchase around five 30cm daggers along with a longer blade around 1 meter in length.”

The man furrowed his brow, remarking curtly:

“You should have stated all your requirements at once.”

“I wanted to ensure this blade met my needs first before proceeding elsewhere.”

My explanation earned a wry chuckle and a nod of acknowledgment from the man.

“Wait here a moment. Let me check our inventory and I’ll bring the rest out. Ah, and those additional items – no specific functions required either, I assume?”

“No.”

Those daggers and longer blade were intended for Kim Jae-ho – expendable projectiles for emergencies and a primary melee weapon, respectively.

It was about time Kim Jae-ho learned proper blade techniques as well, having already received rudimentary combat training from me. Swordsmanship would be the natural progression.

The man promptly returned with the requested weapons.

“And the total cost?”

“Your current dagger is 3,000 tokens. The smaller blades are 500 each, and the longer sword is 2,000. So 7,500 in total. I’ll add the ring for you, just wait a moment.”

Despite lacking any enchantments, the prices were quite steep – a testament to the exceptional metallic composition required to forge blades capable of withstanding monstrous hides.

Ordinary steel would prove woefully inadequate, necessitating these specially alloyed and tempered metals.

For genuine monster hunting purposes, equipping such materially superior weaponry was an absolute requisite.

While considerably cheaper alternatives could likely be found from common fencers, these were intended as gifts – brand new items were preferable in that context.

After waiting briefly, the man handed the dagger back to me. Feigning displeasure, I remarked:

“No service discount? Not even a single token off?”

With an exasperated expression, the man tossed in a complimentary dagger sheath. Grinning, I passed the tokens over to him.

Beside me, Han Seo-hyeon commented in an undertone:

“The blades were far more expensive than I expected.”

“Those prices are actually quite reasonable.”

I elaborated for Han Seo-hyeon’s benefit:

“Incorporating even rudimentary enchantments causes costs to skyrocket exponentially. Purchasing from that shady fence over there would likely require upwards of 5,000 tokens.”

The dagger I currently wielded cost around 30 million won, after all. I certainly hadn’t been stingy in procuring Kim Jae-ho’s equipment either. Hmph.

“Equipment is ridiculously overpriced.”

“Which reflects the immense value of anything obtainable from the Gates.”

Becoming a hunter didn’t automatically guarantee wealth, contrary to common assumption. Everything originating from within the Gates, regardless of its nature, commanded exorbitant prices.

Hence, some even welcomed the emergence of Gates within their territory, oddly enough.

—Even though those very Gates serve as the invasion points for the forces seeking to ravage your world?

‘Most people here remain unaware of that fact.’

Moreover, prior to the world’s impending destruction, the Gates had been relatively well-managed within South Korea.

Oblivious to the underlying deception, the populace had enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace and prosperity.

The vendor section for monster cadavers was located in an entirely separate wing, likely due to their sheer bulk rendering standard booth spaces inadequate.

As we approached the monster corpse vendors, that distinct, pungent odor assailed our nostrils. The first establishment to greet us resembled a perverse butcher shop, with dismembered monster remains neatly displayed for purchase.

Perhaps attributable to Koreans’ tendencies to ingest anything rumored to enhance virility, a sizeable clientele seemed interested in consuming those monster parts.

—Does it actually improve potency, though?

‘No, I’ve witnessed the opposite – impotence from poisoning is more prevalent.’

But such finely diced monster morsels weren’t our objective. I bypassed that butcher shop without pause.

Not far ahead, a particular cadaver caught my eye – the intact corpse of a Bloodhound neatly arranged atop a vendor’s stall.

Bloodhounds closely resembled the German Shepherds commonly trained as police canines, aside from being nearly twice their size. Their thick hides, razor-sharp fangs, and tenacious stamina were their prime attributes.

Even when reanimated through necromancy, the undead tended to inherit many of the base corpse’s original traits. As such, Bloodhounds made rather formidable undead monstrosities.

“How about that one?”

Han Seo-hyeon’s glistening eyes and unspoken eagerness provided the obvious answer before I had even finished asking.

Considering his implicit approval granted, I approached the stall to inspect the cadaver more closely.

While outwardly pristine, if the internal condition proved unsalvageable, it would be wiser to abstain from purchase.

However, the specimen appeared flawless upon closer examination.

“A clean, singular strike.”

A precise stab through the heart had instantly slain it. Encountering such an immaculately intact monster corpse was a true rarity.

Noticing my keen interest, the vendor promptly approached.

“Quite impressive, isn’t it?”

“Indeed, it’s in excellent condition.”

I readily agreed, for haggling over such a pristine specimen seemed pointless. An opportunity this fortuitous was worth seizing without hesitation.

“How much for it?”

“400 million won.”

“Kughk!”

Beside me, Han Seo-hyeon audibly choked on his breath in shock.
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400 million won.

Bloodhounds didn’t typically fetch such exorbitant prices. In suboptimal condition, their value could plummet below 100 million won. But the specimen before us was in impeccable shape – perhaps too pristine.

Moreover, its stature seemed slightly larger than average. Could this have been the alpha reigning over the pack?

Perceiving my scrutiny, the vendor continued his sales pitch:

“That premium price is justified. Look at the pelt – not a single blemish, smooth as silk. The internal organs are also perfectly intact since this was hunted just two days ago, no deterioration whatsoever.”

Caressing the Bloodhound’s back, the man remarked:

“It would make for a magnificent taxidermy mount.”

“People actually stuff monsters for taxidermy?”

In response to Han Seo-hyeon’s query, the vendor elaborated:

“You were unaware? It’s quite the trend among the upper class lately.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s expression conveyed utter bafflement.

Of course, there existed individuals who indulged in collecting monster taxidermy as a pastime.

The affluent certainly harbored eccentricities that defied comprehension at times. Inwardly clicking my tongue, I declined the vendor’s offer to introduce a taxidermist, shaking my head.

“No need for taxidermy. I’ll take it as is, properly packaged for transport.”

Steeling my resolve, I purchased the cadaver.

Addressing Han Seo-hyeon’s evident discomfort, I inquired:

“Why such a conflicted expression?”

“Are we really allowed to acquire something like this?”

“We’ve reached the point where a proper corpse became necessary. You can’t keep relying solely on small familiars and skeletons forever.”

Only after those words did Han Seo-hyeon nod in acquiescence.


Until now, the undead under Han Seo-hyeon’s command had been limited to rudimentary familiars crafted from deceased small animals and a basic skeleton – virtually devoid of any real combat capabilities.

To facilitate more advanced training, this investment had become essential. Not to mention, it wasn’t an inefficient allocation of resources either. Weltschmerz currently consisted of a mere three individuals, so enhancing each member’s combat prowess was paramount.

The stronger Han Seo-hyeon became, the safer we would all be collectively.

Upon returning to our base, Han Seo-hyeon promptly embraced the monster cadaver, immediately sequestering himself within the laboratory, clearly delighted by the prime material.

I summoned Kim Jae-ho next.

“A gift.”

Kim Jae-ho’s reaction upon receiving my present was rather inscrutable. Why, did the blade displease him somehow?

“I want a doll too, like that one.”

Ah, now I understood his disgruntled demeanor.

“That’s not a doll.”

“Oh.”

Only then did Kim Jae-ho’s disappointment dissipate. Accepting the blade, he silently inspected it.

“From now on, I’ll be teaching you swordsmanship as well.”

“Ugh.”

Realizing his training regimen had expanded further, Kim Jae-ho’s expression soured.

“You can’t rely solely on unarmed combat forever.”

In addition to swordsmanship, I intended to instruct Kim Jae-ho in the art of throwing projectiles. Lacking any ranged techniques currently, mastering the basics of knife-throwing would prove invaluable.

Securing the dagger in its sheath, I fastened it around Kim Jae-ho’s waist. Though his grimace indicated discomfort with the additional accessory, he refrained from removing it.

“Grow accustomed to carrying these. And take this as well.”

I slung the longer blade across his back. While traditionally worn at the waist, that positioning risked producing audible clattering that could alert adversaries to his presence. Carrying it on his back would be more prudent.


Never properly attired, Kim Jae-ho plodded away, his gait laden with the unfamiliar weight and awkwardness.

Next, I set about refining my mask further.

While its current state wasn’t inadequate per se, numerous shortcomings hindered practical field usage and maneuverability.

—You would be immediately exposed during any security screening, undoubtedly.

‘Indeed.’

To operate as Weltschmerz, I needed to conceal my identity completely. If my status as Kang Yi-sin became known, not only would it jeopardize the safety of Jeong Ho-san due to our association, but more crucially, it could imperil Weltschmerz’s very existence.

Much of Weltschmerz’s current reputation stemmed from exaggerated rumors devoid of substantive evidence. And my objective was to further inflate and propagate those very myths.

If the leader of the dreaded Weltschmerz was revealed as a mere B-rank psychic who had been discarded from Babel Academy, our fearsome reputation would instantly deflate.

Like: Oh, so they were just a bunch of nobodies after all? No wonder Kang Yi-sin was involved.

Such disparaging dismissals would undoubtedly ensue.

—You do possess a remarkably low sense of self-worth.

‘It isn’t low self-worth. I’m merely stating the objective truth – no one would perceive me as a legitimate threat. Aside from Jeong Ho-san, that is. He would likely find it terrifying to learn his former acquaintance had genuinely embraced the path of villainy.’

Regardless, concealing my identity remained a ‘permanent’ necessity. To achieve that, further modifications to this mask were required to render it more inconspicuous.

Ideally, entrusting the original manufacturer, Professor Geum, would have been preferable. But considering his apparent busyness, that was no longer an option.

With Ray’s assistance, extracting the artifact circuits responsible for the mask’s core facial camouflage functions from the existing prototype hadn’t been overly challenging. Of course, extracting any personal data from the other embedded sources remained impossible, but the foundational ability to obscure my features and project alternate appearances could still be replicated.

The mask’s original design had incorporated a form of illusion magic. Initially, I had fashioned a mold using silicone, as the malleable shapeshifter hide lacked structural integrity for direct molding. Over that silicone base, I had affixed the shapeshifter material, extending coverage beyond just the face to encompass my entire neck region as well.

“Hmm, it does resemble flayed human skin, doesn’t it?”

The silicone mask’s texture felt rather unpleasant against my skin. Clearly, an alternative hide would provide superior comfort and breathability for prolonged wear.

On the rear surface, I had etched circuitry to conceal any mana emanations, preventing even mana-sensitive individuals from detecting this as an artifact.

After several trial-and-error attempts over the following days, I discovered that tanning cowhide to create the base mold yielded the optimal results. Leaving slight spacing to allow for respiration, I had fashioned a mask extending from the forehead down to the nape of the neck.


Shapeshifters possessed the ability to imprint and mimic various physical forms. Discarding my original mask, I had the new one replicate the facial parameters stored within – those of an unremarkable man in his mid-twenties, bearing a rather fatigued, average countenance neither strikingly attractive nor unsightly.

Having replicated the holographic projection from a secondary source, the image quality had diminished slightly. But from a reasonable 30cm distance, it appeared passable enough.

Most appealing was how it seamlessly concealed my entire neck region as well.

As shapeshifters naturally excelled at mimicry, repeatedly donning and moving about in this mask allowed its movements to gradually synchronize with my own motions in an eerily lifelike manner.

However, it did lack certain capabilities compared to my original mask.

Primarily, I could no longer rapidly cycle through alternate appearances on demand – this mask could only project the singularly imprinted visage. A notable downgrade from the earlier version’s ability to render any desired face at will.

Secondly, its overall durability left something to be desired. While the pliable hide allowed for compact storage by folding the mask, this same flexibility also compromised its resilience – excessive creasing would cause permanent wrinkles and deformations.

In conclusion:

I would likely need to carry my original mask as well, utilizing this new one for general activities while reserving the sturdier prototype for actual operations requiring discretion.

With the revised mask completed, I knocked on Han Seo-hyeon’s door.

For the past few days, he had remained practically sequestered within the laboratory I had prepared, piquing my curiosity about his progress.

Unlike how I had assumed he could simply reanimate the Bloodhound as a standard undead, Han Seo-hyeon had diverged from that approach.

During our previous discussion, he had mentioned undertaking a process to recompose the monster through intermingling with his own dark mana – reinforcing its musculature and integrating that strengthened physiology.

Rather than a mere reanimated undead, he was crafting a more formidable, enhanced variant.

Han Seo-hyeon’s face appeared haggard as he opened the door.

“I told you to eat properly while working.”

“I have been eating, just… channeling so much mana is draining.”

“How close are you to completion?”

In response to my query, Han Seo-hyeon stepped aside, allowing me to peer within. The Bloodhound’s cadaver hovered partially suspended, its entire form except the lower hindquarters enshrouded in swirling blackened mana – a stark contrast to its original crimson hue.

“Almost there, then?”

“I should be able to complete it by tonight.”

“Good, keep at it.”

Next, I sought out Kim Jae-ho, whose body was riddled with numerous minor lacerations.

“Having difficulty with knife techniques?”

Rather than answering verbally, Kim Jae-ho responded by flinging the dagger, the blade precisely impaling the intended target.

“Oh.”

His intrinsic talents as a former delinquent seemed to have facilitated rapid mastery.

“Very well, persevere diligently.”

Closing the door behind me, I contemplated my next course of action.

For now, perhaps…

A nap would be prudent.

I too had spent numerous consecutive nights crafting that artifact, exhaustion weighing heavily upon my eyelids.

* * *

The following day, Han Seo-hyeon had completed the enhanced monster.

The Bloodhound’s revised form, shaped by Han Seo-hyeon’s hand, was utterly mystifying – virtually indistinguishable from a living creature, more akin to an entirely new species of monster rather than a mere undead.

The wisps of dark mana trailing from its maw and paws lent an air of ethereal majesty.

“How is it?”

“Incredible. Shall we test its mobility?”

“Yes.”

I observed closely as the Bloodhound began moving.

Even among the living, Bloodhounds had never been particularly docile monstrosities. But this reconstructed version exhibited speed easily several times more formidable than its original counterpart, at the very least.

“If it sustains damage, will it regenerate as well?”

“From my experiments, expending additional mana allows for recovery up to a certain extent. But losing entire body parts seems irreversible.”

“And what shall we call this one? Surely not some pedestrian name like ‘Dog?'”

Han Seo-hyeon shot me an exasperated glare at my attempted jest.

My feeble humor had clearly fallen flat, leaving me slightly abashed.

“I’ll just call it ‘Hound’. It means ‘hunting dog,’ after all.”

“Ah, so you’ve succumbed to English linguistic chauvinism as well.”

“Yah!”

In any case, with the acquisition of Hound, it was time to incorporate new training regimens.

“Join me at the training grounds.”

“What?”

“You need to learn how to fight in tandem with Hound, coordinating its attacks alongside your skeleton as well.”

Whenever a new combative element was introduced, refining one’s overall tactics to integrate it became an inevitable necessity.

“Summon Jae-ho as well. It would be beneficial for you two to undergo joint training sessions together.”

My suggestion caused Han Seo-hyeon’s face to pale considerably.

Dislike it or not, there was no avoiding this necessity.

“Well then, let’s get those heavy rumps moving!”

—You seem to have taken a liking to that particular line.

Heheh, the suffering cannot be mine alone.

* * *

On the day Kim Jae-ho mastered silent footwork, and Han Seo-hyeon became proficient in coordinated tag-team battles with Hound.

I gathered them both, announcing:

“Are you two done training yet? It’s time for some live combat exercises.”

“Live combat?”

“We should attempt a Gate raid.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon leapt from his seated position, exclaiming incredulously:

“A Gate raid?!”
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“Yes, a Gate.”

Our primary objective was to apprehend the nefarious elements within this nation and secure resources to facilitate saving the world.

But to accomplish that, we first needed to enhance our capabilities – and nothing accelerated growth more effectively than undertaking Gate raids.

The system itself sometimes provided ‘raid rewards’ that directly increased one’s mana or similar benefits upon successful gate conquest. 

The issue, however…

“But don’t the Gates usually have designated raid teams already assigned?”

As Han Seo-hyeon pointed out, all domestic Gates had designated claimants.

“True, it’s certainly no simple task for total newcomers like us to attempt Gate raids.”

With detection devices locating over 85% of Gates prior to their emergence, they were subsequently allocated to various guilds and private raid teams according to existing contracts.

Even the remaining undetected Gates were immediately auctioned off upon manifestation, so openly claiming one was problematic for villainous outliers like ourselves lacking official legitimacy.

“Unless you’re considering Gate hijacking?”

The ‘Gate hijacking’ Han Seo-hyeon referred to was a common criminal practice among villains.

Either infiltrating publicly allocated raid teams under false pretenses, or slaughtering the external security forces before ambushing the actual raid squad just prior to entry, seizing the Gate through sheer brutality.

Both methods were, of course, blatantly illegal.

“No, I can’t condone slaughtering innocent raid teams.”

“Phew.”

Despite our villainous proclivities involving murder and grand larceny, we refrained from indiscriminate harm.

We harbored no intentions of inflicting suffering upon those simply striving to live uprightly in this world.

“So what did you have in mind, then?”

“Hmm, you’re right that domestic Gates are virtually unattainable for us. But what about overseas?”


In contrast to our nation’s stringent Gate management bolstered by detection systems and high population density, numerous abandoned Gates languished unattended abroad.

“You want us to go overseas again?”

My suggestion caused Han Seo-hyeon visible trepidation, likely recalling his harrowing seasickness from our previous voyage.

“Don’t worry, I’ve properly acquired new identities for us this time. We’ll be traveling by air.”

Upon hearing that, Han Seo-hyeon’s expression brightened considerably. He must truly loathe seafaring.

“Where did you intend to go?”

“Australia.”

Unfortunately, Australia was among the regions afflicted by critically low population density – an amenity prior to the emergence of Gates, but a dire liability in this current era.

Low population essentially equated to fewer individuals available to detect and respond to newly manifested Gates in the area. Naturally, Australia’s Gates had remained largely unmanaged and neglected.

While Gates appearing in populated city centers could be addressed promptly, those materializing in sparsely inhabited outlying regions frequently went unattended until Breakthrough events occurred.

With an originally modest population, Australia had proven incapable of contending with the overwhelming influx of Gates continuously spawning across its entire territory, compounded by the subsequent monster outpourings from those Breakthroughs.

Consequently, approximately 70% of Australia’s landmass now fell under the dominion of rampant monster hordes from those unchecked Gates.

“There are virtually no restrictions on hunters entering the country.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, their stance actively welcomes anyone – even criminals – entering for Gate raids. Hunters of 6 Circle or higher merely need to submit prior notification, and they’ll likely provide a dedicated transport.”

Which was why Australia had become our intended destination.

* * *

True to my expectations, the immigration process was astoundingly lax – to the point of being practically nonexistent, really. Regardless of our backgrounds, the sole concern seemed to be addressing the monstrosities ravaging their lands and the outstanding Gates.

The Australian airport we disembarked at was eerily silent.

“It’s so quiet…”


“Australia’s current situation isn’t particularly well-regarded internationally.”

With half their territory consumed by Gates, Australia’s plight was undeniably grave – having lost the majority of their national lands.

Any self-respecting hunter would avoid this place if possible, so to speak.

Unless suffering from ‘extenuating circumstances’ that precluded meticulous immigration screening like ourselves, no one would willingly come here.

We had registered ourselves as members of the mercenary group ‘Ark,’ with me designated as the captain and Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho listed as subordinates. 

Given the dire situation, despite our paltry three-man unit, the official greeted us with a warm smile.

[Thank you for coming to provide aid in these troubled times.]

Among us, only I possessed English proficiency.

[What is the current situation?]

[Not ideal, I’m afraid. From what I can tell, you all seem to be around 4 Circle – is that correct?]

[Yes.]

[Sector 8 is facing critical circumstances, so you’ll likely be deployed there. You’re free to withdraw at any time, but once a Gate has been allocated, you cannot depart until completing that raid, understand?]

I nodded in acknowledgment.

[One condition regarding the Gate allocation, if I may.]

[What would that be?]

[We would prefer to attempt it just the three of us, unaccompanied – up to a B-rank Gate should be manageable.]

The man’s expression betrayed evident concern.

[Typically, B-rank Gates require a minimum of fifteen 4 Circle hunters for the raid team. And solo operations are strongly inadvisable…]

[I understand. But one of my companions has a rather… volatile disposition. His talent causes him to enter frenzied rages upon witnessing blood, you see.]

At my words, the color drained from the man’s face. Turning to Kim Jae-ho, I instructed:


“Smile widely, baring your teeth.”

[Hiiik!]

Witnessing Kim Jae-ho’s unhinged, murderous grin, the man trembled as he hastily allocated us a C-rank Gate instead.

[A B-rank is out of the question! But, if you accumulate sufficient credentials later on, it may become possible.]

I nodded at the man’s amended decision. This compromise was acceptable enough.

Beside me, Han Seo-hyeon inquired:

“So we’re being assigned a C-rank Gate?”

“Yes, for starters.”

After clearing a few C-ranks to establish a track record, we could attempt challenging higher B-rank Gates. While I had been posturing confidently, truthfully, this would be my first actual Gate raid experience as well.

The shuttle transported us to the designated Sector 8, which could hardly be described as a ‘welcoming’ environment – profanities filled the air, accompanied by distant screams.

“What is this…?”

“It’s always like this. I did mention our nation’s Gate management is exceptionally well-regulated by comparison.”

Considering the circumstances, this gritty atmosphere wasn’t entirely unexpected.

Australia had currently lost the majority of its territory. Their approach involved containing the unabated monster spawns from Breakthrough sites on the opposite ends, preventing further outpourings.

“There are likely hordes of monsters roaming beyond those defensive perimeters, released by Breakthrough phenomena.”

“Ughh!”

Gesturing towards the tents lining the walls, I explained:

“Those stationed there are likely combat units tasked with repelling the monsters that relentlessly assault these barriers dozens of times daily.”

If those walls were breached, every individual here would become immediate monster targets. Naturally, tensions ran extraordinarily high.

This location served as both the final lodging for raid teams before departure and the frontline defensive perimeter preventing further monster incursions.

“Tomorrow, we’ll need to penetrate through those swarming monster hordes to reach our assigned Gate.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“So they’re still conducting Gate raids despite this dire situation.”

“There’s no choice. Neglecting other Gates simply because a Breakthrough has occurred would only exacerbate the strain on defensive efforts.”

“I see…”

Seemingly realizing the gravity of the situation exceeded his initial expectations, Han Seo-hyeon’s expression turned somber.

After hastily settling into our pre-allocated tent, a bespectacled diminutive man poked his head through the entrance.

[You must be the Ark mercenary group, correct?]

[That’s right.]

[Ah, you’ve arrived for the C-rank Gate assignment. The earliest deployment window is tomorrow morning.]

The allocation had already been finalized, sooner than anticipated.

[The shuttle departs at 6 AM tomorrow. Tardiness will result in being left behind, so please be punctual.]

Nodding, I relayed the information:

“We depart at 6 AM tomorrow.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, so everyone should rest adequately while they can. There won’t be any leisure time from tomorrow onward. I’ll provide further explanations then.”

Addressing the restlessly prowling Kim Jae-ho, I cautioned:

“Even if you don’t require sleep, wandering outside would be inadvisable. The individuals out there are rather… unruly.”

While the distant monster sounds might agitate Kim Jae-ho’s heightened senses, it couldn’t be helped.

Closing my eyes, I drifted into slumber almost immediately, exhaustion rapidly claiming me.

At 5 AM the following morning, I awoke. Rousing the still visibly fatigued Han Seo-hyeon for ablutions, we gathered our gear in preparation.

By 6 AM, with all our equipment readied, we exited the tent – only to find someone other than yesterday’s liaison awaiting us.

[Let’s board the shuttle first. You can take any available seat that’s comfortable.]

[Understood.]

At my gesture, the bleary-eyed Han Seo-hyeon and the inscrutable Kim Jae-ho followed.

The ‘shuttle’ we were to embark resembled a tank more than a bus – a prudent design for traversing through monster-infested territory.

Exterior artifact emplacements had even been installed to repel any attacking monsters.

“Whoa…”

Leading Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho inside, I noted the complete absence of exterior viewing windows. The cramped interior felt suffocatingly confined, optimized solely for withstanding monstrous assaults.

Settling into the tight seating, Han Seo-hyeon swallowed nervously, his face taut with apprehension. In contrast, Kim Jae-ho had already closed his eyes, occupying the rearmost corner – seemingly asleep, unperturbed by Han Seo-hyeon’s furtive glances of concern.

Once everyone had boarded and the door sealed shut, three rather uncouth-looking men took the seats directly in front of us.

[Well aren’t you a scruffy bunch. Please don’t tell me you’re part of our raid team?]

Wherever they existed, certain individuals always felt compelled to flaunt their perceived masculine prowess unnecessarily. We had likely been targeted due to our outwardly diminutive Asian appearances.

Issuing a firm warning, I addressed the man:

[If you’re so eager to expend your energy prematurely before the Gate, I’d advise finding another outlet to indulge your posturing.]

[Haha, what’s the matter – feeling intimidated already?]

Closing my eyes, I remained unresponsive.

If we refused to engage, they would have no choice but to refrain from provoking any further conflict within these confined shuttle quarters.

[Bunch of cowards.]

As the men continued hurling derisive taunts towards my silent countenance, I paid them no heed.

“I think they were saying something rude like ‘pussies’ or whatnot.”

Despite his limited English proficiency, Han Seo-hyeon had clearly discerned the insults directed at us, his face contorting in displeasure.

“Ignore them. Physical altercations are strictly prohibited within these confines anyway.”

[Hey you monkey bastards, what are you jabbering on about over there?!]

One of the men leaned forward, shouting in our direction – when suddenly:

Wham! The shuttle violently lurched, the jarring impact forceful enough to jostle our bodies.

“Ugh!”

Furrowing my brow, I surveyed our surroundings with concern. Without any exterior windows, discerning the cause of that disturbance from within this sealed compartment was impossible.

Was such turbulence normal?

Being my inaugural experience, I couldn’t ascertain whether this qualified as routine or anomalous. Observing the others’ alarmed expressions as they gripped their weapons told me all I needed to know.

Something serious had transpired.
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The shuttle seemed to have ground to a halt. The driver standing before us announced:

[The shuttle has sustained damage rendering it inoperable. But do not worry. Its armor plating remains intact.]

At those words, everyone aboard the shuttle erupted into profanities.

[That’s not the problem, is it? What was the monster that attacked us?]

[Exactly! You should be telling us what the hell hit us first, shouldn’t you?]

The people swarmed the driver, bombarding him with threats. Cowering, the driver stammered:

[It was a lateral attack, so I couldn’t see clearly either. Everyone, please just remain seated for now!]

Sensing the ominous atmosphere, Han Seo-hyeon shot me a worried glance.

[I’ve called for support units, so please remain calm. I repeat, please remain calm and wait…]

“He’s telling us to stay put since he’s called for backup.”

As I relayed the situation to Han Seo-hyeon, the shuttle violently shook once more – this time with enough force to pitch our bodies forward.

[I don’t want to die here! Dammit, are we just supposed to sit here like canned meat for some unknown monster?]

[Yeah! You want us to just sit tight and get crushed in this tin can?]

Another jarring impact sent those standing tumbling to the floor. Some massive entity seemed to be restraining the shuttle, pinning it down.

Creeak, creeak. Screeeeech.

The harrowing sounds of rending metal reverberated, shrill and grating against our eardrums.

[Fuck!]

[Aaargghh!]

As the shuttle’s hull ruptured, gusts of sandy winds began whipping inside. Kim Jae-ho, who had silently materialized beside us, swatted away something hurtling in our direction.

“Dammit.”


It was the dagger belonging to the man seated beside us, likely dislodged by the turbulence and propelled towards me.

“Thanks.”

In response to my gratitude, Kim Jae-ho merely sneered, positioning himself protectively at my side while surveying our surroundings with vigilance.

As the jolts subsided, the occupants exchanged tense glances – some consumed by terror, others simply stunned by this unfolding catastrophe, while a few remained remarkably composed. Yet the realization dawning upon their expressions was unanimous:

We’re screwed.

[I can’t take this anymore.]

Several hunters seated toward the front retrieved the weapons slung across their backs.

[What are you doing? He told us to stay put!]

[Like that announcer asshole is even still alive to give orders. Do you hear his voice anymore?]

Indeed, the voice providing status updates had fallen ominously silent – likely a casualty of the earlier impacts.

Coupled with the ominous noises indicating encroaching monsters from the surrounding area, the cumulative strain was evidently fraying human nerves.

Placing a reassuring hand over Han Seo-hyeon’s, I also gestured a subtle signal towards Kim Jae-ho.

Before we could initiate any actions, the confrontation erupted from the front:

[I’m getting the hell out of here.]

[Are you insane? That’s suicide!]

[If there’s something out there powerful enough to wreck this shuttle, what then? You want to be crushed along with this metal deathtrap? At least outside we can assess the situation!]

[The backup is on its way. It’s better to just stay put for now!]

[By the time those backup shits arrive, we’ll all be fucking corpses!]

Bang! Even amidst this heated argument, the shuttle continued shuddering from the relentless impacts.

The monster responsible for disabling the shuttle was undoubtedly continuing its assault, determined to breach our metallic refuge.


In such dire straits, decisive action became inevitable – one hunter taking the plunge.

[Get the hell out of my way. I’m going topside whether you pussies like it or not!]

Brandishing his blade, he carved through the already compromised hull in a single stroke, disappearing through the newly created opening.

[Are you crazy, trying to go out there?!]

[Well I’m not sticking around in here either!]

[We’ll figure something out!]

Without further discussion, the hunters began pouring out one after another, fleeing through the rent in the shuttle’s exterior.

Those who had initially advocated remaining within merely watched their departing comrades in resigned silence, resuming their seats.

“What should we do?”

“Did you want to go outside as well?”

“Those monsters are still relentlessly pounding on us out there. If we stay put, won’t we just die trapped in here?”

“Let’s wait a bit longer.”

Thud, thud, thud.

Something massive seemed to be approaching from beyond, its tremors reverberating through the sandy terrain with each ponderous step. Swish, swish, the unmistakable sounds of some entity slithering across the sands.

Distinctly larger than the previous assailants, judging from the intensifying vibrations.

The remaining shuttle occupants collectively fell silent, holding their breaths in trepidation.

At that precise moment-

Some colossal force began quite literally tearing apart the shuttle. As the entire roof was wrenched off, hurled aside, I caught a glimpse of our monstrous assailant.

“Holy shit…”

What my wide eyes beheld was a towering behemoth – an immense crab-like creature, its pincers ruthlessly shredding and crumpling the shuttle like paper mâché.


A palpable chill raced down my spine as I confronted those merciless crushing appendages firsthand.

“Jae-ho, Seo-hyeon. Stay close to me.”

Channeling mana, I erected a defensive barrier encircling us. As the creature flung away the shredded shuttle remnants, it brought its claw swinging down upon us.

That single blow pulverized the entire shuttle, reducing it to an unrecognizable wreckage. Several hunters obliterated instantly in the process. Witnessing the spreading crimson stains beneath that claw, Han Seo-hyeon let out an anguished moan.

“Ugh…”

While unable to penetrate my mana barrier, deflecting that single strike had already depleted a staggering amount of my reserves. Gritting my teeth, I realized the decisive moment would arrive when it retracted that claw.

“Kim Jae-ho.”

In sync with my signal, Kim Jae-ho enveloped Han Seo-hyeon, propelling them both away from the impact zone with a forceful leap.

I don’t have to worry. The instant I released the barrier, I channeled mana into my legs, propelling myself skyward as well.

The claw slammed into the space I had previously occupied, utterly obliterating what remained of the shuttle into powder.

Though the sequence seemed protracted in recounting, this entire chain of events had transpired within a mere 5 seconds. When the dust settled, the number of hunters who had successfully evacuated, including us, didn’t seem to exceed even ten.

But our immediate relief was short-lived, for upon emerging we were instantly engulfed by an oppressively dense sandstorm, rendering visibility beyond a few paces impossible.

The clear weather forecast we had reviewed prior to departure offered no indications of any such phenomena. This raging sandstorm served as an unmistakable signal that formidable monstrosities lurked in the vicinity.

Monstrosities potent enough to conjure sandstorms of this catastrophic magnitude.

“That sandcrab might have been fleeing this very sandstorm, only to blunder into our shuttle along the way.”

If so, it would explain why such overwhelming monstrous numbers had swarmed our location, to the point of overpowering even an armored shuttle.

Turning to Han Seo-hyeon, I immediately instructed:

“Seo-hyeon, keep any summons prepared. Consider our situation akin to being inside an actual gate – no, worse than that, truthfully.”

Unlike gates hosting thematically coordinated monsters, this area likely harbored dozens, hundreds, potentially even thousands of rampant monstrosities that had spilled forth from those unchecked gates.

Survival took utmost priority under such circumstances.

Nodding in understanding, Han Seo-hyeon summoned Hound. A prudent choice, as the agile beast would fare far better than a skeleton in this treacherous terrain.

For now, the sandcrab posed the greatest immediate threat.

Towering at least 15 meters tall, the colossal sandcrab lumbered about after devouring the shuttle, its very footfalls causing the ground to quake ominously.

Confronting such a gargantuan monstrosity alone would be sheer folly for just the three of us.

“Our first objective should be locating any other survivors to join forces with…”

In the distance, reverberations of mana clashes could be felt – likely the hunters who had fled earlier engaging other monsters as well.

We weren’t the only ones who had sensed those tremors either. The previously stationary sandcrab had also detected the disturbance, beginning to lumber in that direction.

Should we attempt to rendezvous with those other survivors? As I contemplated that prospect, a man approached our position, a blond-haired individual donning sunglasses with blackened lenses.

[Are you alright over there?]

[Yes, we’re unharmed. And you?]

[Ah, I also managed to get out safely.]

The man added:

[Given the circumstances, it might be advisable for us to travel together.]

Scrutinizing this newcomer, Han Seo-hyeon inquired with a hint of wariness:

“Is he suggesting we join forces?”

While the man’s proposal held merit, Han Seo-hyeon’s guarded demeanor was understandable. Acknowledging his prudence, I still concurred:

“In situations like these, having additional allies, even just one more, is preferable.”

I said that to the man.

[I am Lee Seung-joon, the captain of the Ark mercenary group. These are my fellow mercenaries beside me.]

[Ah, a mercenary group! I’m Joseph Ramirez. This is my first deployment, so I’m rather flustered by this turn of events.]

[This is my first time too.]

An awkward silence lingered between us, Ramirez’s expression betraying his own discomfort with the situation as well.

Wonderful, inexperienced compatriots in the midst of this emergency, simply delightful.

Very well, then the decision was made: we would absolutely avoid that sandcrab’s vicinity at all costs. That area would soon devolve into utter pandemonium, so our priority was evacuating from this immediate location first.

[For now, we need to withdraw to a safer area. Returning to the forward base would be ideal, if possible.]

Ramirez nodded at my suggestion.

[Yeah, okay. But I noticed earlier that GPS isn’t functioning properly. This sandstorm doesn’t seem like an ordinary natural phenomenon.]

[Most likely, there’s an immensely powerful monster in the vicinity generating this sandstorm. If it’s a magically conjured storm, GPS signals would naturally be disrupted by the intermixed mana saturating the area.]

Unless we could dispel the mana-infused sandstorm blanketing this region, not just GPS but all electronic devices would remain effectively useless.

Mana-charged atmospheric conditions tended to disable regular electronics through ambient interference.

[For now, we should seek temporary shelter until this sandstorm subsides.]

Nodding at Ramirez’s pragmatic assessment, I relayed the situation to my companions:

“We’ll be joining forces with this man for now?”

“Yes, pooling our strength would be better for us too.”

This encounter had been accidental. While I lacked reason to place complete trust in this stranger, neither did I perceive any overtly hostile intent. Unlike those belligerents who had threatened us aboard the shuttle.

For now, our imperative was locating a relatively secure position to avoid this mana-infused sandstorm.

“Seo-hyeon, have Hound scout ahead for a moment to assess our surroundings.”

“Understood. But didn’t they say to remain stationary during emergencies like this?”

“That advisory assumes an absence of immediate monstrous threats in the vicinity. With all these corpses littered about, monsters are bound to converge soon. Putting some distance between us and this location would be wiser.”

“Ugh…”

The primary hindrance was this obscuring sandstorm, rendering any visual reconnaissance utterly futile. At that moment, Ramirez weighed in:

[Since it seems we’ll be proceeding together for now, perhaps we should share our respective talents? If I’m not mistaken, your smaller companion there appears capable of summoning familiars, correct?]

Nodding affirmatively at Ramirez’s inquiry, I continued:

[Yes, and I can manipulate wind. As for this other companion, he’s a physical enhancement type. What about yourself?]

[I’m good at dagger throwing. Targeting correction is my talent, you see.]

As if to demonstrate, Ramirez swiftly unsheathed a dagger from his belt, effortlessly skewering an insect flitting past with a single fluid motion. While his blackened lenses concealed any changes to his pupil coloration, the flawless marksmanship was undeniably impressive.

Yet ‘targeting correction,’ was it…?

I chose to overlook the man’s apparent deception for now. Considering our own lack of full transparency, I wasn’t one to complain.

Regardless, his rapid decision-making in evacuating that shuttle had already displayed commendable hunter instincts. Not that it would prevent me from swiftly neutralizing him if necessary, of course.

Han Seo-hyeon’s words caused me to halt in my tracks:

“There seems to be a monster ahead.”

Swallowing audibly, he continued in a grim tone:

“A big one.”
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It wasn’t particularly surprising.

After all, I had mentioned this area was infested with monstrous entities. Encountering them directly had always been anticipated.

But a ‘big’ one!

Without even a proper chance to warm up, we were being thrust into live combat so abruptly.

However, just as the saying goes, ‘Even if mauled by a tiger, no, even facing an S-rank monster, maintaining your composure ensures survival,’ as long as I didn’t lose my nerve, a solution could be found.

The predicament was our inability to visually identify the approaching monster due to this blinding sandstorm.

Thud, thud.

Even without Han Seo-hyeon’s warning, the telltale tremors made it evident-

That something ‘big’ was rapidly bearing down upon us.

Emerging from the sandstorm was a colossal monster resembling a rhinoceros.

Its towering stature became discernible despite the obscuring storm, its hulking frame easily exceeding 2 meters in height as it charged relentlessly towards us.

In that instant, I yanked Han Seo-hyeon aside. Kim Jae-ho could evade independently, and truthfully, Ramirez wasn’t my immediate concern.

So the only person I had to take care of was Han Seo-hyeon.

The very moment I pulled Han Seo-hyeon to the ground, the monster thundered into the space we had previously been standing.

A mere second’s delay, and we would have been trampled into bloody smears.

Ever since arriving here, these intensely precarious situations seemed to arise with alarming frequency.

Truly, I couldn’t even relax.

Casting my gaze towards Kim Jae-ho, I saw he had already unsheathed the blade slung across his back, his sinister expression fixated upon the monster.

Ramirez too had withdrawn the dagger from his belt, clearly possessing the fundamental instincts to protect himself.

Belatedly, the trembling Han Seo-hyeon by my side finally found his voice:


“Th-thank you…”

“Regain your focus. One wrong step means death.”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded, his expression hardening with renewed resolve.

This was live combat.

Death could arrive in an instant.

Han Seo-hyeon called her Hound with a slightly more hardened expression. And after a short time, just enough to exhale once, the monster turned its body towards us again.

A rhinoceros-like appearance. But not exactly like a rhinoceros. Wind swirled around its feet.

The reason it could move that massive body so quickly was because it could manipulate wind.

Just like artifacts imbued with elemental properties are astronomically expensive, monsters that can handle elements are twice as tricky to deal with.

But fortunately, it couldn’t use elemental attacks.

It could only move its incredibly heavy body incredibly fast.

Of course, with a body that size, just moving quickly could crush most opponents.

“For now, dodge.”

I grabbed Han Seo-hyeon’s waist.

“Whoa!”

Although I’ve been training her recently, Han Seo-hyeon was still slow enough to be in the rear guard.

As the monster stomped its foot, I pulled Han Seo-hyeon and said:

“It’s better to dismiss the Hound for now. If it gets grazed by something like that… ugh! It’ll be instantly shattered.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s Hound is of no help right now. If it faced that thing head-on, it would be torn to pieces.

“O…kay!”


Han Seo-hyeon answered diligently even as he was being dragged along the ground by me.

The monster grazed past us dangerously close once again. As I rolled on the ground, I spat out sand and said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“We’ll call it when we need it later. For now, let’s focus on dodging.”

The monster’s pattern is simple. It charges up power and then runs in a straight line. Even with the wind’s help to increase its speed, its braking power hasn’t improved enough to stop quickly.

This means the acceleration of its body is beyond the monster’s control. Therefore, until it comes to a complete stop, its body will inevitably be pulled in one direction as if someone were tugging on it.

That’s when there’s an opening.

After avoiding the monster’s bullet-like charge, there’s a brief moment of vulnerability. We need to exploit that opening.

“Huff, huff.”

Of course, exploiting that opening isn’t easy.

“Wait, a moment.”

Han Seo-hyeon, pushed and rolled around by me, quickly became a mess.

His hair was disheveled, and his whole body was covered in sand. I was in the same state after dragging him here and there to save him.

“Hoo, huff.”

Although young, he’s 175cm tall, only a few centimeters shorter than me. I’ve been moving around with someone like that. It’s natural to reach a physical limit.

So let’s finish this quickly.

[There’s an opening.]

I shared what I had figured out with Ramirez.

[Yes, I can see it, but…]

Ramirez threw a dagger, but it didn’t even scratch the skin. The dagger bounced off the skin and was lost somewhere.

[Haha, this is nowhere near enough.]


There’s no need to try hitting it like Ramirez did.

All visible parts are covered in incredibly tough skin. At least, it can’t be penetrated by conventional methods. We need an attack launched with magic power strong enough to pierce that skin. It would be simple if I stepped in.

But didn’t I bring these two to gain experience?

“Kim Jae-ho, Han Seo-hyeon.”

I called out to the two.

The only weak points worth targeting are vulnerable areas like the eyes, ears, and inside the mouth. Despite its mountain-like size, its eyes are only as big as buttons. If we can accurately target those button-sized eyes and stab through them to the brain in one go, we might be able to kill it instantly.

There’s only one person here capable of such a feat.

“Jae-ho, when that thing stops, climb onto its head. Then somehow thrust your sword into its weak point. Deep enough to kill it.”

With Kim Jae-ho’s inhuman sense of balance, he should be able to climb onto the monster’s head during that brief ‘opening’ and target its eyes.

“And Seo-hyeon, you create an opening for Jae-ho. Summon your Hound to bite its legs, or do whatever you can. Make the ‘opening’ as long as possible.”

Once again, the monster began to stomp its foot towards us.

“Can you do it?”

“Yes.”

As Han Seo-hyeon nodded, the monster began to charge at us. Even though it only moves in straight lines, making it seem easy to dodge, human stamina is finite.

Even now, after avoiding it several times, we’re out of breath. At most, we can only throw our bodies to avoid it like this a few more times.

So we need to finish it now.

Screech, the monster’s footprints left a long trail in the sand. In the moment it stopped briefly to change direction.

Kim Jae-ho instantly kicked off the ground and climbed on top of it.

The Hound, summoned behind the monster at some point, bit its hind legs. The moment the monster’s attention turned to the Hound, Kim Jae-ho thrust his sword deep into the monster’s mouth.

Grooargh!

The monster let out a single scream, shuddered, and then died on the spot.

The hunt was over in an instant.

In fact, it took longer to come up with the strategy.

Kim Jae-ho pulled out his sword and shook off the blood. The corpse was clean without a single wound. Although the Hound had bitten its hind legs, it failed to pierce the skin.

Clap, clap, clap.

Hearing applause from the side, I saw Ramirez clapping.

[Wow, that’s amazing.]

“Geez, what’s with the applause?”

Han Seo-hyeon frowned, seemingly displeased with that somewhat unhinged behavior, but Ramirez remained the same.

[It was perfect teamwork! So clean! And without using any magic…]

[Yeah.]

For some reason, even receiving praise felt odd. Maybe it’s because his attitude seemed more like he was evaluating us rather than feeling relief at surviving.

Hmm, it’s certain.

━He didn’t look tense at all, that guy.

‘Yes.’

Even when we were fighting for our ‘lives’, Ramirez wasn’t tense at all. Of course, I was the same since I had an ace up my sleeve, but still, to not be tense at all when facing a somewhat threatening opponent…

‘He doesn’t seem to be very good at deception, does he?’

━That’s what I’m saying.

It’s gotten to the point where I wonder if I should keep pretending not to notice.

But before I could say anything, once again I sensed a group looming beyond the sandstorm.

This time it’s a ‘group’.

“Damn it.”

I drew up my magic power. It seemed that the commotion had attracted a bunch of monsters.

It was a pack of hyenas drawn by the smell of blood.

* * *

It took quite a while to clear out the group of monsters that attacked us. The first ones to pounce on us were canine monsters resembling hyenas. They were only about the size of medium-sized dogs, but their numbers were the problem.

Moreover, they seemed used to group hunting, deploying rotational attacks that completely drained our stamina.

If there was any silver lining, it was that their skin wasn’t as ridiculously tough as the rhinoceros-like monster’s.

They could be taken down with simple sword strikes or magic-created blades.

I also unleashed my magic to create wind blades, slashing again and again at the monsters rushing at us.

Ramirez, who had been useless against the rhinoceros, was also quite helpful this time.

His dagger skills were impressively accurate, to the point where he confidently lied about having a talent for aiming correction.

The problem was…

[I’m out of daggers!]

How can you say that so proudly!

During the fight, I used the wind to retrieve his daggers for him. Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon also collected daggers at my request.

Later, I even assigned Han Seo-hyeon’s skeleton specifically to dagger retrieval duty.

“That person is definitely weird. If daggers are his main weapon, how can he be so careless!”

Even Han Seo-hyeon, who had almost no combat experience, grumbled like that. Perhaps noticing the cold atmosphere between us, Ramirez scratched his head and said:

[Haha, I usually carry daggers in bulk, but I left my dagger case on the shuttle bus earlier!]

His unnecessarily cheerful voice as he said that made me even more annoyed.

Anyway, we managed to fend off the first wave of monsters.

“Ugh, I’m dying here.”

Everyone was in a mess. Ramirez, who fought from a distance throwing daggers, and Han Seo-hyeon, who also fought from afar controlling undead, were in relatively better shape.

Kim Jae-ho, who had been swinging his sword non-stop in close combat with the monsters, was covered in monster bodily fluids and flesh from head to toe.

“It’s gross.”

If it weren’t for Ramirez, I would have given him a refreshing shower with water. Too bad. Instead, I handed Kim Jae-ho the absorption cloth I had brought in advance. It was essential for wiping off the dirty bodily fluids.

“Where did you get this?”

“They were selling it on the way out of the black market.”

I was glad that what I had prepared just in case turned out to be so helpful. I also wiped off the bodily fluids that had splattered on my face.

Meanwhile, Han Seo-hyeon was in front of the corpse of the giant monster we had dealt with earlier.

“Can you revive it?”

Han Seo-hyeon is a necromancer. You never know. He might be able to move this giant monster too.

Han Seo-hyeon raised the corpse’s hand. And soon, the fallen giant monster began to move.

“Hmm, I don’t think I can maintain it for long.”

“How long can you keep it up?”

“About a day?”

“That’s enough.”

I climbed onto the rhinoceros’s back. This ride is surprisingly comfortable.

“Shall we ride this around?”

“Sure.”

It wasn’t a bad choice to save our energy.

[Oh, my, God.]

I gestured towards Ramirez, who had frozen stiff.

[What are you doing, aren’t you getting on?]
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We rode on the giant rhinoceros. Whenever monsters attacked along the way, we either dismounted to face them or I handled them with ranged attacks.

Ramirez offered to help, but since we’d have to collect his daggers after he threw them, I declined.

Seriously. I couldn’t even fathom what he was thinking, bringing only daggers as weapons.

“That person is really strange, don’t you think? If he uses daggers like disposable items, he’d go bankrupt no matter what he hunts.”

Even Han Seo-hyeon, with barely any real combat experience, has become suspicious of you, man!

From my perspective, having always adorned myself with lies and bluffs just to survive, his disguise was so shoddy it made me sigh.

Still, I had no intention of driving Ramirez away.

For now, it was obvious to anyone that he was strong. You could tell just by observing Ramirez’s behavior. While his oddly clumsy disguise might turn people’s stomachs, he himself always maintained a relaxed demeanor.

Ramirez’s actions completely lacked any sense of crisis.

I’m not sure what his real talent is… but without being considerably strong, such an attitude wouldn’t make sense.

—What if he attacks you guys?

‘He doesn’t seem like that kind of person. Though I’m not sure what his goal is.’

I don’t know why he’s hiding his strength and infiltrating, but that’s precisely why I want to keep him close.

[By the way, it’s eerily quiet. I thought we might encounter other survivors along the way, but…]

I nodded at Ramirez’s words.

There was a strange lack of human presence in the area. Even if we had diverged from the people who escaped the shuttle earlier, it was odd not to sense any human presence in the vicinity.

[Do you think they all returned to the center?]

[If so, that would be fortunate, but…]

It’s more likely they’re dead.

Certainly, if monster attacks kept coming like this in the sandstorm, not many people could withstand it.


While we lack proper field experience, our combat strength is quite significant. Even without me fully engaging in the hunt despite being able to output 6-Circle hunter level firepower in emergencies, we have Kim Jae-ho who has surpassed human physical abilities through body modifications, and Han Seo-hyeon who can handle tireless undead and even raise monster corpses for mass battles if needed.

And then there’s Ramirez, who despite being suspicious, is clearly pulling his weight.

We have the skills to fend off even waves of monsters attacking en masse.

But others likely couldn’t do the same.

If isolated individually in this situation…

Well, it would depend on individual capabilities, but good results aren’t expected.

Anyway, all we can do is endure.

We can’t use electronic devices until the sandstorm dissipates, so it’s difficult to contact others or even properly navigate our way out of here.

Our primary goal was to get outside the range of this sandstorm, but right now we can’t even tell if we’re moving away from the sandstorm or getting closer to it.

It seemed to be getting dark, perhaps as the sun was setting.

We need to make a plan first.

“We’ll have to rest here for now.”

I told Han Seo-hyeon to stop the monster.

[What’s the matter?]

[I think we’ll spend the night here.]

[Here?]

Ramirez’s reaction was understandable, as this was just open ground with nothing around. Certainly, considering we’re inside a sandstorm, it’s not the best choice. The ideal would be to find a place that could completely shield us from the sandstorm. Like a cave or something.

But it’s unlikely we’ll suddenly find a perfect spot that suits our needs. We have to make do with what we have. Still, our situation is relatively good.

[If we set up that monster as a wall and lay out a tent, we can make a decent shelter to comfortably spend a day or so.]

[Oh! That method!]


Ignoring Ramirez’s exaggerated reaction, I calmly started taking out artifacts from the backpack I was carrying to set up.

While I was taking out lanterns to provide light and food for dinner, Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon made rough sleeping arrangements with poles and waterproof sheets they had brought.

Meanwhile, Ramirez just sat there with a blank expression.

“What’s wrong with him?”

When I asked Han Seo-hyeon, he replied with a disgusted look:

“He kept asking if there was anything he could help with, but he wasn’t helpful at all, so I just told him to sit down, and now he’s like that.”

“What exactly did you say?”

“‘Sit.’ Doesn’t that mean ‘sit down’?”

“Well, you’re not wrong, but saying it like that sounds like something you’d say to a dog.”

“How should I know?”

Han Seo-hyeon glared at Ramirez.

It seems he still doesn’t like Ramirez at all. Since I had no intention of commenting on Han Seo-hyeon’s attitude, I just shrugged and ignored his gaze.

If even Ramirez himself doesn’t seem to mind that look, there’s no need for me to get involved.

We finished dinner with the rations we had brought. Ramirez didn’t take off his goggles even while eating. I addressed Ramirez:

[Do you know anything about this sandstorm?]

I was wondering if he might know something, even if he was a first-timer like me.

[Ah, yes. Actually, these sandstorms started appearing in Australia a few months ago.]

[A few months already?]

[About 4-5 months ago, a monster presumed to be top-tier appeared from a Gate Breakthrough. Leading this sandstorm.]

The monster’s name was Yebrica. This giant bird-like monster moved around surrounded by a sandstorm with a radius of about 20km. However, it wasn’t particularly active, remaining in a semi-dormant state, which is why it had been left alone until now. Dealing with a top-tier monster, that is, S-rank or above, requires enormous resources, so the Australian government, lacking the capacity, couldn’t carelessly engage it.


Until now, it hadn’t approached this close.

So originally, the sandstorm was blowing far from our intended destination.

[I’m not sure why Yebrica has come so close, but if that thing crosses the barrier, it’ll be a disaster.]

As Ramirez said, if Yebrica approaches the barrier, hell will break loose immediately. The barrier will collapse, and monsters from this area will pour in through the broken barrier.

I haven’t heard of Australia falling in such a way, so it’s unlikely to happen, but it’s certainly a crisis.

[Even if it’s been left alone until now, shouldn’t they hunt Yebrica soon?]

[Well, there aren’t any hunters in Australia capable of dealing with a monster of that level. They’ve requested aid from other countries, but no one who said they’d come has actually arrived.]

Indeed, no one seems interested in this land that’s been half-abandoned.

I don’t have a way to deal with a top-tier monster either, so from tomorrow we should focus on finding a way out of this sandstorm first.

[For now, it’s best to rest well and conserve our energy.]

[Yes.]

Even so, we can’t go without setting a watch in this situation. The order for the watch was set as Han Seo-hyeon first, being the youngest, then me second, Kim Jae-ho third, and finally Ramirez last.

[Thank you.]

Realizing he had been considered, Ramirez expressed his gratitude. Well, I won’t mention that we put him last because he’s the least trustworthy.

Ramirez fell asleep instantly, probably from fatigue.

‘Should I just keep pretending not to notice?’

I asked Ray with my eyes closed.

—It’s not like you have any good options even if you acknowledge it, right?

Well, that’s true. No matter how much I rack my brain, Ramirez’s identity remains a complete mystery.

—Even with your future knowledge?

‘It’s obviously an alias, but the name doesn’t ring any bells, and his abilities are the same. In fact, he hasn’t even properly used his abilities in front of me.’

I noticed Ramirez’s lie from the start. He claimed to have targeting correction, but his mana didn’t move at all, not when aiming or even when hitting the target.

His dagger skills, which seemed almost supernatural, were just pure skill.

Still, if it weren’t for me, he might have fooled us. He just didn’t use his mana while using his skills. If he had taken off his sunglasses, we might have seen his pupils glowing.

If it weren’t for me, who’s been analyzing the mana circuits in my body down to individual counts while training with Ray recently, it would have been a deception easy enough to fall for.

‘What I’m curious about is why he’s going to such lengths to deceive us with lies like that.’

My case is simple.

I’m a criminal, being pursued by the government.

But Ramirez?

—He could be a criminal like you.

‘He’s too sloppy for that.’

—True. I’ve never seen such an idiot who claims daggers as his main weapon but didn’t even think of a way to retrieve them.

‘For now, I’ll let it slide. The more I think about it, the more it seems like it’ll only disadvantage me.’

I needed to conserve my energy now.

It will inevitably come to light as time passes.

* * *

Fortunately, nothing happened while we took turns keeping watch. Perhaps because we were so exhausted, even Han Seo-hyeon, who usually suffers from nightmares, slept like a log.

In the morning, as I woke up and started packing the artifacts I had laid out overnight, I spoke:

[Our best goal would be to return, I suppose.]

[Yes. But in this situation, it’s hard to know how to get back…]

The situation was certainly not good. Even the sky I saw in the morning was still hazy with the sandstorm.

[If Yebrica doesn’t move, it won’t be easy to go back.]

Indeed, with visibility limited to just 10 meters around us, we can’t move carelessly.

Especially if our goal is to return.

There’s a reason the first rule when lost is to ‘stay put’.

Moving recklessly in a situation where you might end up further from your destination – no, in a situation where that possibility is much higher – would be foolish.

Yesterday, we at least had the justification of needing to move away from where the battle took place, but in the current situation, such a decision would be exactly the kind of foolishness people warn against.

Still, our case was a bit better.

[If we can catch just one flying monster, we can send a bird above the sandstorm to check our bearings.]

[Ah! That method!]

Ramirez smiled brightly at my words. But soon his expression turned into one of deep contemplation. He looked like he was struggling with some great dilemma.

Then he carefully asked me:

[May I make one request?]

[What is it?]

[If you send a bird up, could you tell me where the center of this sandstorm is?]

At those words, I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t understand why he specifically wanted to know the location of the sandstorm’s center, which would be Yebrica’s position. Seeing my gaze, Ramirez made an expression like someone who had been caught red-handed and said:

[Oh, I just wanted to know where that amazing top-tier monster is?]

Just curious about where the sandstorm is originating from? That could be possible. Definitely possible.

But somehow, it felt strange.

Anyway, we haven’t even dealt with a flying monster yet…

“Boss! Jae-ho hyung caught this! Should I make it into an undead and send it up?”

Damn timing. Han Seo-hyeon was grinning, holding a pigeon-like monster that Kim Jae-ho had caught.

[Oh! You’ve got a flying monster! Now we can find our direction!]

Yeah, go ahead and try.

While Han Seo-hyeon was reviving the dead monster, I asked the man in front of me:

[What do you plan to do if you find Yebrica?]

[Oh, just be aware that there are monsters in that direction and be cautious.]

I’m an expert in lying. Maybe it’s because I’ve lived my whole life bluffing. I can see right through people who are lying.

[You’re lying.]

I thought he might feel a bit sorry if I hit the nail on the head, but instead, Ramirez responded with a mischievous smile:

[Well, you lied to me too.]

Seeing the atmosphere between us, Han Seo-hyeon asked in an anxious voice:

“What’s going on over there?”

“Nothing.”

[It won’t harm you. If anything, it might be helpful.]

I frowned at those words. How could it be helpful?

[How do you mean it would be helpful?]

[Hmm.]

At my words, Ramirez adjusted his posture. Unlike before, his face was now serious. He even pushed up the goggles that had been covering his eyes. Sparkling blue eyes greeted me. Despite using a Latin name as an alias, his appearance was perfectly Irish. Rosy cheeks with twinkling blue eyes. He was certainly handsome, but that wasn’t the important thing.

I squinted, scrutinizing Ramirez.

His face was strangely familiar.

Who was it… Just as I was about to piece together the information floating in my mind, Ramirez opened his mouth.

[The reason I came here is to subjugate Yebrica.]

Yebrica is at least a high-rank monster. There aren’t many people in the world who could handle such a being ‘alone’.

That’s when the puzzle pieces in my head started falling into place.

[I’m sorry for lying until now. My name is Taika Cooper, a 7-Circle hunter from the United States.]

Taika Cooper. The awakener with SS-rank potential gravity talent who would come to be regarded as America’s top hunter.

Why are you here?

I barely managed to swallow the scream that was about to escape.
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Although I was surprised by the unexpected name, hadn’t I already anticipated that this Ramirez person would turn out to be quite a successful hunter?

I just didn’t expect him to be successful on a global scale, but still, it’s not so shocking that I’d…

It is shocking.

No matter how I think about it, it’s shocking enough to fall over.

To think that Taika Cooper, who will be considered America’s top hunter in just 4 years, is here. It gave me a headache.

—Is he really that amazing?

‘If his disappearance were discovered right now, the United States would issue an official statement and cause a national uproar. If the reason for his disappearance was kidnapping, America might even pull out the nuclear card.’

A hunter of Taika Cooper’s caliber can’t be considered an individual. It’s more accurate to call him a national asset. Why on earth is the most, or rather, soon-to-be most successful person in America here?

[I suppose asking why you’re here… isn’t quite right. You said you came to catch Yebrica, didn’t you?]

[Yes.]

Suddenly, I recalled what Ramirez, no, Taika had said yesterday.

[Did you come all the way here because you were angry that no one cared? I assume you kept it a secret from those around you.]

When I said Taika was a national asset, it wasn’t a lie. To ‘dispatch’ Taika here would require national-level discussions. Naturally, Australia is not in a position to officially receive Taika from the United States.

His coming here was Taika’s unilateral decision.

He simply took advantage of Australia’s ridiculously simplified hunter entry procedures and came here recklessly.

In many ways, this could be considered a disaster for both the United States and me.

I looked at Taika Cooper in front of me. Wasn’t he supposed to be the same age as me? He must be twenty-one now. There’s really nothing to say except that it’s the recklessness of a child. To act without any thought for the consequences, just doing it and seeing what happens.

Impressive, truly impressive.

[You didn’t just come without saying anything, did you?]

[Well, I did say I was going to hang out at a friend’s house…]


[And that worked?]

[Um, no. By now, they probably know everything. My agency is a bit overprotective.]

Taika Cooper’s fame is partly due to his agency’s excessive care. At least in Korea, that’s the case. The agency person is a Korean-American, you see. There were even many patriotic videos made like ‘The top American hunter raised by Korea!’ and such.

Anyway, the point is that Taika’s presence here itself is a problem.

[Haah…]

It’s giving me a headache in many ways.

[Even so, did you have to come here, like this?]

[But I couldn’t just leave it alone. If Yebrica crosses the barrier and moves, Australia as a country is finished!]

Hmm, certainly if Yebrica had been left alone, Australia would have been ruined. In fact, I think it did collapse a few years later.

But to fly all the way here from America. He’s not normal either.

[You said you could find out Yebrica’s location through reconnaissance. If you just tell me that, I’ll leave. I won’t cause any more trouble.]

That’s the problem.

[Do you think you can catch Yebrica alone?]

Of course, Taika won’t die here. He didn’t die in the past, and he won’t die now. But whether he’ll succeed in subjugating Yebrica is a completely different matter. After all, the main talent of the Taika Cooper in front of me is ‘gravity’.

It’s undoubtedly an incredibly powerful and destructive talent, but it’s not very helpful in piercing through this sandstorm.

[Even if we tell you the direction, won’t it be over if you lose your way in the middle?]

At my words, Taika smiled awkwardly.

[Well, that’s true, but…]

Wandering like that, he’d run out of mana before even finding Yebrica.

In fact, he probably failed in the past too, rushing in without any preparation like this.


For someone who’s probably lived his whole life without knowing the word failure, I wondered if this is why he’s so unprepared.

[Mr. Cooper can’t do it alone.]

[Th-then, perhaps you could help…]

Taika said that while watching my reaction. I stroked my chin. Should I help?

While my goal is to prevent this world’s destruction, I didn’t want to die doing something reckless.

This is a monster that can summon such a sandstorm.

Estimated top-tier. Of course, the highest danger rating is due to its enormous impact on the surroundings, so it might actually be weaker than that in reality. But anyway, it’s no ordinary opponent.

Moreover, I have no information about Yebrica as an individual in my head. What if it’s stronger than we thought when we actually encounter it?

Needless to say, we’d be screwed.

We only have one life.

Besides, there’s not much to gain by helping this guy. After all, my real identity is that of a villain, a bad guy, a shadowy figure from South Korea.

What good would it do for that shadowy figure to befriend America’s top hunter?

In many ways, I’m not very pleased with this.

I stared at Taika Cooper’s face.

Some people say this:

While it’s meaningless to rank hunters whose abilities vary greatly depending on their talents, if you were to pick the hunter with the strongest destructive power among humanity, it would be Taika Cooper.

[I’ll help you, but on one condition.]

I felt like using him.

The man who will later rise to 9-Circle and be called humanity’s strongest.

* * *


Despite the somewhat forceful condition that he follow only my instructions during battle, Taika completely accepted my terms.

Moreover, he said all the spoils would be ours. While it’s understandable for someone who’s probably earning more than enough money, I was speechless at his generosity in willingly giving up the spoils from a top-tier monster.

Well, I guess that’s the kind of person who would come here to subjugate monsters without pay in the first place.

So we were now moving forward for the full-scale subjugation of Yebrica.

Of course, Han Seo-hyeon wasn’t too pleased when he heard this news.

“So you’re saying that person is America’s strongest hunter?”

At my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon squinted his eyes and looked at Taika. Perhaps feeling the intense gaze directed at him, Taika looked at us with an awkward smile.

It’s ridiculous how he’s waving his fingers at us in greeting.

“Isn’t there nothing good about hanging around with someone like that?”

“It’s fine because he doesn’t know our true identities. Besides, it’s awkward to leave him alone here.”

“Can’t we just abandon him and go? You said he’s strong. He’ll probably survive somehow.”

“If something goes wrong, it could endanger the entire United States. Plus, as you can see, he’s fundamentally a good person. The more we keep him alive, the more it benefits this world.”

Moreover, it wasn’t that we had nothing to gain.

Now that his identity was revealed, Taika began to fully utilize his talent. And that talent was impressive.

A monster resembling a bald eagle, a vulture, that approached us didn’t even take two steps before it was pinned to the ground. That was the end of it. Only the blood splatter and scattered feathers remained as evidence that a monster had been there moments ago.

It was like that with all monsters.

From the moment Taika stepped forward, we had nothing to do.

[Ah, it’s not a very pleasant sight to see! I still find delicate control a bit difficult, you see.]

His face looked so innocent as he said that, which made it even scarier. While he surely had no malicious intent, Taika’s talent was definitely dangerous.

Because of the way he applies gravity to an entire area, he can’t distinguish between enemies and allies. That’s why he was using his ability as soon as he saw a monster to prevent us from approaching at all, but it would be truly troublesome when ‘joint attacks’ are needed.

Well, I guess this is when he doesn’t yet understand the concept of ‘center point’.

I heard that in the early stages of his career as a hunter, he only knew how to separate space and apply excessive gravity to that space, making it impossible to coordinate attacks with others.

Hmm.

Since it’s come to this, I might as well give him some tips.

It’s time for lunch anyway. I left Han Seo-hyeon in charge of lunch and beckoned Taika over.

[How do you feel when you use your ability now?]

[Huh?]

At my words, Taika opened his eyes wide. It’s a childlike innocence that doesn’t match his age of 21.

Before his identity was revealed, he did a good job of imitating a serious hunter, but now that he’s relaxed, he’s become much more playful.

—His eyes are so cute, I want to poke them out.

Sadly, our side’s reaction to his cuteness wasn’t very positive.

Taika’s eyes without sunglasses were unnecessarily pretty and burdensome. Sapphire-colored irises with pupils glowing yellow. It was a face that made me understand why he got the nickname ‘Apollo’, the sun god.

Anyway, getting to the main point, I wanted to change the way Taika uses his power.

[How I use it? I just use it with the feeling of crushing down on the space I see in front of me, like bang!]

[That’s quite an intuitive explanation.]

Taika’s talent manifestation must rely almost entirely on instinct. Certainly, when you first awaken your talent, that’s exactly how it feels. Like a new arm has grown. At first, just swinging that arm might make you feel like you’ve accomplished something amazing.

But if you’re satisfied with just that, you’ll never be able to bring out the full potential of your talent. You need to be able to use chopsticks and write with the hand attached to that arm, so to speak.

Taika’s problem was immediately apparent.

[There’s no finesse at all.]

[Ugh!]

Did I hit the nail on the head? But it was certainly not a good way of using his power.

[You’re just defining a rough area and then recklessly pouring mana into it, aren’t you?]

That’s right. This guy is just crushing space with sheer force! That’s not the true utilization of gravity as I know it.

[Simply crushing down is a one-dimensional use.]

[I know, but… isn’t gravity like that? Being able to manipulate weight at will.]

Certainly, Taika still doesn’t fully understand his own ability.

The key point of gravity is the ‘center point’.

I grabbed some sand in my hand. Then I levitated that sand using wind. Wind is always flowing, so levitating objects like this is an extremely difficult operation, but I managed it anyway.

I didn’t just levitate it to show off my mana control, it’s a kind of demonstration.

[The reason gravity acts downward on this Earth is because the center point is in the middle of the Earth.]

Following my words, a center point appeared in the middle of the sand sphere. I then reshaped the sand into a square.

[For gravity to work, there needs to be a center point. Gravity is the force that ‘pulls objects towards the center point’. The way Mr. Cooper is using it now assumes that center point is below the ground.]

That’s why monsters approaching us were smashed into the ground.

[We can’t change the center point of this Earth. But the gravity manifested by Mr. Cooper’s talent is different. It means you can create a center point anywhere.]

At my words, Taika blinked his eyes.

[Oh.]

It’s easy to think that gravity only acts in one direction. To us on Earth, that seems like an absolute truth. It’s natural for things to fall from top to bottom.

But if you have an ability like Taika’s that can change the center point at will, it’s possible to make gravity act in different directions.

[I never thought of it that way.]

[If you master the method of properly setting the center point, you should be able to manipulate gravity at will.]

[Hmm!]

[And have you ever thought about why it’s gravity in the first place?]

[Huh?]

[Gravity is the force that acts between objects with mass. The reason Earth pulls us is because Earth’s mass is incomparably larger than ours. So I’ll ask again. Why is Mr. Cooper’s talent gravity and not telekinesis?]
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I continued speaking slowly, as if explaining to Taika who was still just tilting his head.

[It’s because something with enormous mass is created at the center point that Mr. Taika creates. That center point pulls in surrounding objects.]

I only know simple methods too. I wasn’t a scientist to begin with. I just looked into it because I was curious about the difference between telekinesis and gravity before.

To put it simply, there’s a big difference between the two talents in the presence or absence of a ‘center point’.

Telekinesis can move objects freely without such a thing, but gravity needs a center point. While telekinesis wins hands down in terms of versatility, nothing can beat gravity when it comes to sheer destructive power.

This is because if you create a center point ‘inside’ an object, gravity becomes a talent more broken than anything else.

And that’s not all.

With the talent of gravity, you can even create a kind of black hole.

After all, a black hole refers to a celestial body where gravity has become so strong due to its extreme mass that it can even suck in light.

In fact, 10 years later, Taika would become a monster capable of dealing with tens of thousands of monsters with a single gesture, but for now, he was clearly still a novice.

Well, right now he’s a 7-Circle novice. Actually, even at 7-Circle, you’d be an ace in a top guild. Even the ‘great’ Kim Myeong-cheol is only 7-Circle.

But Taika Cooper was a monster who would become a 9-Circle hunter, one of only one or two in all of humanity. He’ll reach 9-Circle after figuring out how to create that black hole.

At my words, Taika just made groaning sounds.

It seemed he still couldn’t properly understand what I had said.

Well, there’s plenty of time.

It would be years before he actually realized this fact and put it to use. I stepped up hoping that time might be shortened a bit.

“What on earth are you talking about for so long? The food is ready, so come quickly.”

“Okay.”

“You didn’t teach that person anything, did you?”

“Hmm? Is that not allowed?”


Han Seo-hyeon’s gaze sharpened.

“Aren’t we going to be enemies with them?”

“Not quite enemies.”

“He’s a splendid hero, and our fate is to be villains. So even if not now, won’t we become enemies in the future?”

I chuckled at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.

“I told you, didn’t I? He’s going to be a national hero to begin with. He won’t have any reason to get involved with small fry like us.”

The scope of activity I envision for Weltschmerz is Korea, at most East Asia. There’s almost no chance that Taika, who will be operating on a global scale, will become our enemy.

Despite my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s gaze remained sharp.

“I just have a bad feeling about this.”

But I ignored that concern.

“I’m telling you, there’s no chance we’ll meet that guy again.”

What harm could it do to us if he gets stronger! I lightly brushed off Han Seo-hyeon’s worry like that.

* * *

From that evening, the sandstorm intensified. It was so strong that the previous sandstorm felt like a gentle breeze in comparison. It was difficult to even maintain proper visibility in this state. It seemed the sandstorm would get stronger as we got closer to the eye of the storm.

Walking through such a sandstorm with a bare face would be suicidal.

I took out a mask and handed it to Han Seo-hyeon. Even Han Seo-hyeon, who usually hated masks, put it on as if he had no choice.

However, since it felt a bit off to show someone else’s face, I just set it to smiling face mode. Han Seo-hyeon hated it, but there was no helping it.

Kim Jae-ho received a spare pair of goggles from Taika. Actually, I wanted to give the mask to Kim Jae-ho, but he snatched the goggles and ran away, so I had no choice but to give it to Han Seo-hyeon.

Somehow, it hurt that everyone disliked my mask so much.

I covered my face with a dome made of wind. It consumed quite a bit of mana, but with the mana-assisting bracelet, it wasn’t completely unreasonable.


As we walked deeper into the storm, the number of monsters decreased. Honestly, just standing still in this inner radius was torturous.

If it weren’t for the crazy goal of catching Yebrica, I would have left this place immediately. Of course, that wouldn’t have been easy either. This place was like a trap. The mana mixed in the sandstorm numbed all senses, making even the direction I was walking in confusing.

If it weren’t for Han Seo-hyeon’s eagle floating up there, it would have been impossible to even determine our direction.

We decided to move with our bodies tied together with rope. This was because we couldn’t even see clearly 2 meters ahead.

I took the lead.

I was basically immune to mental confusion, and I had Ray, the all-purpose navigation system.

Even if he couldn’t tell me about paths I didn’t know, he could at least give warning sounds whenever my walking direction deviated.

Taika stood at the very back. This was to prepare for any unexpected monster attacks.

The sandstorm was so severe that even eating or opening our mouths was difficult. So we just walked and walked.

The sand wind was so strong that we couldn’t even rest, as sitting down would turn us into sand pillars.

Han Seo-hyeon, who could speak relatively freely thanks to wearing the mask, said:

“Ugh, I can’t, I can’t go any further.”

At that sound, I grabbed the rope.

Everyone stopped at once. I pulled the rope little by little to gather people. After creating a round dome and standing, I checked on Han Seo-hyeon.

It was clear enough to see that he had pushed himself too hard. Looking at his swaying body, I gestured to everyone.

It meant we would stop here and rest.

Then I dug into the ground with wind.

There was a limit to digging with wind, so I moved the earth itself halfway through, but this wasn’t the time to worry about such things. After digging an earthen cave big enough for the four of us to enter, I ushered people inside. Then I took out a waterproof sheet and covered the top. After tightly securing the waterproof sheet to prevent sand from leaking in, a fairly cozy earthen cave was created.

“Whew.”

As soon as he entered, Han Seo-hyeon took off the mask covering his face. Kim Jae-ho immediately removed his goggles too. Then everyone started shaking off the sand covering their entire bodies.


“Be careful. You’re making this place all sandy too.”

“Uh, sorry.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who said that, staggered. I quickly supported Han Seo-hyeon.

[Is that friend alright?]

[Seems tired. He wasn’t very physically fit to begin with.]

Still, he wasn’t injured anywhere. He was just tired, so resting here would bring him back to his senses.

I handed some food to Han Seo-hyeon, who had just collapsed on the floor.

“Ugh, I don’t want to eat.”

“If you starve, you’ll really die tomorrow. Eat even if you have to force yourself.”

“Okay.”

After seating everyone, I handed out food. In this narrow cave, the only food was dry rations like beef jerky, but it was better than not eating at all. We also needed to drink plenty of water. We had to eat a lot now because we couldn’t properly get water or food in the intensified sandstorm outside.

Kim Jae-ho silently devoured what I handed him. Han Seo-hyeon, after finishing his meal, fell asleep as if collapsing. Kim Jae-ho, seemingly exhausted too, brushed off the sand on his face and closed his eyes.

Taika, who had been quietly observing this scene, said to me:

[Coming here alone would have been suicidal…]

I just gave Taika a look that said ‘You just realized that now?’ Embarrassed, Taika closed his mouth.

Leaning against the cave wall, it was cozier than I expected. The sound of sand brushing over our heads rang in our ears.

[How did you all get to know each other?]

It was probably meant as light small talk, but for us, whose circumstances of meeting weren’t all that pleasant, it was the heaviest of talks.

I bought Kim Jae-ho from human traffickers with money, and Han Seo-hyeon came looking for me to avenge his dead brother.

Hmm, thinking about it now, it’s not a normal meeting at all.

Seeing me silent for a moment, Taika carefully added:

[Especially that friend looks young, I mean. Even considering he’s Asian, he still looks like a student.]

I thought for a moment but decided not to wrap our relationship in lies.

[That taciturn friend over there is someone I hired with money, and this friend here is the younger sibling of a dead… friend. I’m taking care of him.]

[Ah.]

Taika blinked and looked at me.

[Well, traveling with an experienced hunter like you would certainly help them gain experience.]

Then, humming to himself as if thinking about something, he nodded his head.

“Ugh, brother…”

A small voice came from Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth. It seems he’s having that nightmare again. I thought he didn’t have those dreams when he collapsed from exhaustion.

Hearing the mumbling and groaning sounds, Taika said to me:

[He seems to be in pain, shouldn’t we wake him up?]

[He’s just having a nightmare.]

[A nightmare?]

[I told you earlier, didn’t I? He’s the younger sibling of a dead friend. That friend’s end… wasn’t very good.]

[When someone has a nightmare, you should wake them…]

[Even if you wake them, the nightmare doesn’t disappear. It just comes back. If it’s a nightmare you can’t chase away anyway, it’s better to let the body rest at least.]

I know because I’ve had such nightmares too. Waking someone up from a nightmare isn’t a very good solution. It just makes the body feel heavier. Even if he’s suffering like that, sleep is sleep. His body is diligently resting. Of course, it’s not comparable to a good night’s sleep, but still.

[You speak as if you’ve experienced such nightmares yourself.]

I smirked at that question.

[When you’ve lived this long, it’s natural to have had such experiences a few times.]

In reality, my body is the same age as Taika’s, but since he’s misunderstanding me as an experienced hunter, I think he’ll understand it that way.

The face I’m wearing also looks to be in the mid to late twenties. My ID says I’m 23, but well. It’s not like we’re in a situation to show IDs, so it doesn’t matter.

Anyway, I wish he would just shut up and go to sleep. I was thinking that as I was wetting my throat.

[I’ve never had nightmares. Well, to be precise, I’ve never experienced anything like that. So I don’t know how to comfort someone in this situation.]

[There’s no need for comfort particularly. Just being there is enough. And supporting them whenever they’re about to collapse.]

That’s what I needed most too. In my case, rather than someone supporting me from the side, there was someone who pulled my leash, but.

Anyway, the reason I didn’t collapse was, paradoxically, thanks to that bastard. It’s a fact that’s truly disgusting to admit.

[Still, I can tell a few things. That those friends are lucky to have met a leader like you.]

To say such things when we’ve barely met. American lip service is really something. Still, it was quite a welcome compliment.

[Haha, thank you for the compliment.]

[No, I really mean it.]

Taika said that while scratching his cheek.

[By the way, are you going to keep calling me Mr. Cooper?]

[You are Mr. Cooper, aren’t you?]

[Well, yes, but being called ‘Mr. Cooper’ makes me feel like they’re calling my dad, and it gives me the creeps.]

But I don’t feel like calling him Taika familiarly. I want to stay as far away from you as possible, man!

[Ugh, alright. I’ll stick with Mr. Cooper for now.]

For now, huh? What are you thinking? This is the last time I’ll be with you. I was muttering that inwardly when.

Taika said:

[By any chance, would you consider coming to America with me after this is over?]
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For a moment, my reason was paralyzed by those absurd words. What did he just say?

[What?]

[You’re skilled.]

[Me?]

To be blunt, I’ve barely touched any of the monsters that have attacked us so far. It was Kim Jae-ho who caught the first rhinoceros, and then Taika, after revealing his identity, crushed and killed everything else.

I did handle the pack of dogs that intervened in the middle, but I only threw some wind blades from a distance.

In the end, all I did was choose the resting place and some odd jobs, right? Come to think of it, I only remember feeding everyone diligently.

[You handled those friends admirably. Even though I couldn’t understand the language, I could clearly feel your leadership. Plus, you taught me how to properly use my ability.]

I didn’t expect him to take my trivial advice so seriously.

To be honest, I was happy.

No, strangely happy.

At the Academy, whenever I gave advice, I was usually ignored and mocked. Only Jeong Ho-san ever took my advice seriously. But since Jeong Ho-san was my friend, it couldn’t be considered an objective evaluation. To be blunt, he would have said it was good no matter what I said.

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho followed my words well, but they were both still immature kids.

It was the first time a proper hunter had acknowledged me.

Maybe I don’t need to go through all this trouble. If I’m by the side of a hunter called the world’s strongest, maybe I could find a way to solve problems instantly?

But that fantasy was soon shattered by Taika’s next words.

[Without Mr. Lee, it would have been impossible to come this far!]

Mr. Lee. At those words, I laughed inwardly.

What was I thinking? I can’t accept that offer anyway.

Honestly, it would be a lie to say I wasn’t momentarily excited when Taika, who would be considered the world’s strongest, seemed to acknowledge my skills.


But Mr. Lee. Yes, it’s ultimately a fake relationship.

And when I cooled my head and thought about it, I could see how nonsensical my momentary thoughts were.

Although Taika was impressive, he was just a 21-year-old kid. He probably doesn’t have much experience, so everything might seem new and good to him. Compared to the top support team that will surround him in the future, I would be nothing.

Well, to avoid being rude, it’s better to just nod along.

[If this expedition ends successfully, I’ll consider it positively.]

[Wow! Really? That’s great!]

Taika jumped up like a child. Then he started pouring out stories I hadn’t even asked for.

[As it happens, my agency is Korean. I think we’ll get along really well. Of course, Mr. Lee speaks English so well that it wouldn’t matter who it is, but still, it’s nice to have someone from the same hometown, right?]

Hmm, I know. He’s the person who often appeared on those patriotic channels. I know his name and face. I feel like I have an inner closeness with him, you know?

[Let’s get some sleep now, it’s better to rest.]

I calmed Taika, who was excitedly pouring out words. Taika said, as if disappointed:

[Sorry, it feels just like when I went to camp as a kid. Since I awakened this talent, I couldn’t do that anymore. I couldn’t even make proper friends…]

Taika said that with his eyes half-closed.

[For some reason, I feel comfortable with Mr. Lee.]

You’d be completely shocked if you knew my true identity.

I shrugged and closed my eyes.

I must have been tired, as sleep came instantly.

* * *

I must have slept for about four hours. Having slept crouched in a narrow space, my body felt quite stiff. I should have made a slightly larger space yesterday, even if it meant pushing myself a bit more.

When I opened my eyes, I saw Han Seo-hyeon’s face, still unconscious and asleep. He must have had nightmares all night, as his face was wrinkled like an ugly doll, which was pitiful. As I gently smoothed out his furrowed brow, I asked Ray:


‘How is it outside?’

—The same. The sandstorm is still blowing strongly.

‘That’s better. It means we haven’t reached the eye of the storm yet.’

The sandstorm raging outside was actually a sign of safety.

The moment that sandstorm disappears is when it really becomes dangerous.

At the center point of the storm, in the middle of the eerily calm eye of the storm, there must be a monster powerful enough to create this massive sandstorm.

I woke up the sleeping people and fed them some simple food.

“Ugh, I feel like I’m dying.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face was swollen as he said that.

“Are you feeling a bit better?”

“No, not at all.”

Han Seo-hyeon rubbed his face and closed his eyes for a moment.

“Ugh, I lost connection with the one I sent up.”

Since it wasn’t a contracted summon but just temporarily revived, its effective period was short, and as a result of continuously flapping its wings to try to escape the sandstorm, its magic power quickly ran out.

“Hmm, that’s not good.”

“But I remember the last direction I saw. Yebgeni, or whatever it was called, had stopped moving and was staying still, so let’s head in that direction for now.”

“Right. And it’s Yebrica, not Yebgeni.”

“W-well, I could be wrong about the name!”

Is this why they say teenagers are difficult to handle? I turned my head away from Han Seo-hyeon, who was getting irritated for no reason. It’s an earthen cave anyway. There wasn’t much space to avoid him.

In any case, the loss of the bird monster that was responsible for our vision was quite painful. It would be nice if we could catch another flying monster along the way, but as we got closer to the eye of the storm, monsters were nowhere to be seen in the vicinity. It would probably be the same outside.


If I had known this would happen, I should have kept the vulture before Taika crushed it to death yesterday.

What’s the use of regretting what’s already passed? Since we’ve confirmed the direction for now, we’ll just have to keep walking steadily like we’ve been doing.

“Is everyone’s physical condition okay?”

At my question, Kim Jae-ho nodded with a stoic face.

He wasn’t very talkative to begin with, but since Taika appeared, he had almost completely shut his mouth. Judging by the lack of change in his expression, he must be quite shy around strangers.

Hmm, the kids liked him though.

Although Taika was young at 21, he looked a bit prematurely aged, probably from having gone through some hardships…

[Haha! Mr. Lee, did you have a good dream?]

No, what am I saying about someone so innocent?

[Yes, I was thinking we should eat soon and head outside, how’s your condition?]

[Great! I’m in top form.]

[By the way, our scouting friend died, so from now on we’ll have to navigate by feeling.]

[Ah.]

A look of concern crossed Taika’s face.

[But they said the monster doesn’t seem to have moved overnight. I’m confident in setting the direction, so just follow behind me.]

[Alright, I’ll trust you.]

His eyes are sparkling too much.

Ugh, don’t say you trust me so much!

I’m weak against those untainted by the world.

I squeezed my eyes shut and quickly devoured the beef jerky. After the meal, we carefully wrapped our entire bodies again.

“Ugh, I hate the mask.”

I wrapped Han Seo-hyeon’s entire body tightly with cloth pieces as well as the mask.

“Stay still. When the sandstorm gets stronger, it becomes like a weapon in itself.”

[You’re good at wrapping.]

[Should I do it for you too, Mr. Cooper?]

[Ah! I’ll pass. I don’t have a taste for becoming a mummy.]

Is that a joke or sarcasm? When he says it so innocently like that, I can’t tell. Kim Jae-ho also refused my touch. Well, his skin is probably as tough as most monsters anyway.

I lifted the waterproof sheet. It was time to pierce through the sandstorm hell again.

And so we walked and walked and walked some more.

There’s no special technique for advancing through this sandstorm. We just walk and walk, believing that the direction I’m walking is correct. After walking like that for about four hours:

Suddenly, everything went quiet.

“Ah.”

We had reached the eye of the storm.

The sky was clear and everything around was silent. And in the distance, we could see the figure of the one who created this sandstorm.

Although it was very far away, we could make out the monster’s appearance from here.

A golden wave sparkled. Yebrica, the monster that created this sandstorm, was a giant bird made of sand.

Although it was called a bird, it had a dignified appearance that could hardly be called the same species as the unsightly bald eagle we had killed.

Every time it moved, the sand flowing along its body shimmered elegantly like golden waves, and its delicate sculpture-like exterior shone like a work of art.

And it was so huge that its form was clearly visible even from here, several kilometers away.

This is a top-tier monster.

No, can we even dare to call it a monster, a beast?

This is a life form more deserving of the name god.

—Yes, in other dimensions it was also called the god of the desert. To see it again here.

I nodded at Ray’s words.

The god of the desert, huh.

It certainly has an appearance befitting such a title.

The problem was that we had come to ‘hunt’ this thing.

Yes, hunt.

No matter how beautiful it looks on the outside, no matter how dignified and elegant it appears as if possessing divinity. This is a monster that has invaded our land. If left alone, it could easily bring about the destruction of Australia.

[Everyone, please step back.]

Taika stepped forward proudly. I pulled Taika back.

[No, Mr. Cooper, you step back.]

Although Taika was clearly the strongest among us, putting him in the vanguard wasn’t a good choice.

[I’ll take the vanguard.]

I don’t know what type of attack this thing will use, but I’m the only one who can escape in an emergency. And I don’t intend to charge in recklessly either.

“Seo-hyeon, please do some reconnaissance.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon brought out Hound. Hound started running across the golden field.

There was quite a distance between us and Yebrica. Roughly estimating, about 4km. Han Seo-hyeon’s Hound quickly closed the distance with Yebrica.

At first, that giant bird stood still like a statue. Compared to that enormous bird, the body of the Hound running in front of it was so small. Like a millet seed.

So is it ignoring it?

But that was a momentary illusion.

As soon as Hound reached a point where it touched its wings, the giant bird instantly turned its head.

And in an instant, it trampled Hound with its wing.

“Ugh!”

Han Seo-hyeon let out a groan.

“It’s okay, I dismissed the summon before it was crushed.”

All that nagging I did to make him reduce the dismissal time had paid off. This confirmed it. Just approaching close enough causes the sand to attack.

What makes up its massive body is sand. The movement of sand is instantaneous, riding on the wind.

So thinking it would be slow is a mistake.

Even just now, the movement to crush Hound happened in a flash.

Even just considering its pure physical power, it’s not an easy opponent.

We’ll need to find out more details, but.

What about our side’s combat power to face that thing right now?

Well, for starters, Han Seo-hyeon isn’t a good choice when facing such a large enemy. Sending a single skeleton would just result in it crumbling after a bit of twitching. As for the beast, it was just forcibly dismissed, so it’ll take time to summon it again.

Then what about Kim Jae-ho?

He can try a close-quarters approach.

But since the main body is sand, ‘poison’ won’t work, and the problem is that Kim Jae-ho’s physical power will be negated by the sand as well.

The only ones who can deal effective damage right away are probably me, who can deploy various attributes, or Taika, who uses gravity.

No, we lack far too much information.

I looked at Yebrica in front of me.

Can’t be helped, we’ll have to gather information by engaging it directly first.
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Of course, I don’t intend to charge in recklessly. Just getting close can be fatal, as we saw with how it instantly swallowed Hound’s body.

[Mr. Cooper, can you draw its attention?]

Taika nodded at my words.

[But I still have difficulty properly grasping the ‘range’, so we’ll have to be careful.]

[It’s fine. I just have a few things to investigate. Just draw its attention.]

After finishing my conversation with Taika, I spoke to Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho.

“I’m going to approach while he draws its attention. You two wait in a safe place for now.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open.

“I’m sorry, but are you insane?”

“No, not at all.”

“You’re saying you’re going to approach that thing alone!”

“Well, I said while he’s drawing its attention, right?”

“What if you get trampled like Hound just now!”

“Don’t worry, I’m confident I can dodge.”

Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip at my words. He seemed quite upset, but there was no time. I spoke to Kim Jae-ho:

“You keep Seo-hyeon safe in the meantime. Make sure he doesn’t get hurt at all.”

“Really! You’re jumping into a deathtrap yourself.”

I frowned at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.

“Han Seo-hyeon, I understand you’re worried, but I’m the leader among us. You saying that means you don’t trust me. Are you that doubtful of my abilities?”

I could control the wind. I could instantly create shields, or burrow into the ground to hide. No one here but me could even momentarily escape from that thing.


At my words, Han Seo-hyeon finally seemed to realize his mistake and hung his head low.

“…That’s not what I meant.”

Thinking I should talk to him about that attitude later, I moved forward.

“Maintain a 500m range.”

Hound was attacked within a 300m range earlier. 500m should be safe.

I asked Taika:

[How far can you use your talent?]

[Anywhere within my sight is fine.]

As expected, it’s ridiculously overpowered. All areas within sight are within range.

[When I approach, please attack starting from far away from me.]

[Understood!]

Taika saluted like a soldier and grinned. But the playful smile was brief, and instantly a fierce aura of magical power began to surge around Taika.

A kind of mana storm raged around his body.

It was an amount of mana unbelievable for a mere human body to possess.

—Is that really human?

We shouldn’t judge that man based on the sloppy appearance we’ve seen so far.

After all, he’s strong enough to be called America’s strongest, even humanity’s strongest.

I floated my body with wind and immediately kicked off the ground. My body shot out like a bullet. This was because I instantly dispersed even the air in front of my body, momentarily reducing friction resistance to zero.

An impossible instantaneous acceleration.

My body reached Yebrica in an instant.


Around the time its gaze reached me.

[Now.]

As if hearing my small whisper, a black center point appeared, distorting near Yebrica’s head.

Unlike before, he succeeded in creating a ‘center point’ in mid-air.

—As expected, a genius is a genius.

All I did was give a small piece of advice.

Even though he looked like he couldn’t understand at all when he first heard the advice.

In just one day, Taika Cooper succeeded in actually implementing my advice without proper practice.

“That’s insane.”

I let out a hollow laugh.

The space around the black point Taika created contracted. The sand around it began to be helplessly sucked towards that center point.

Yebrica twisted its entire body at the sudden attack. It seemed to have no time to pay attention to me approaching nearby.

The plan to draw its attention was a perfect success.

Taking advantage of that gap, I stole a handful of sand that made up Yebrica’s body.

—What are you trying to confirm?

“I need to know what properties this sand has.”

This is my first time seeing such a huge individual, but I know several monsters that form clusters like this. Typical examples are the Corpse Boomer made of gathered corpses, the Phantomos made of gathered spirits, and the Insect Bouquet made of gathered insect-type monsters.

They have the commonality of forming clusters, but the properties of these monsters are all different, and their methods of defeat are just as diverse.

In the case of the Corpse Boomer, the mass formed by the cluster itself is the main body. Therefore, damage to that cluster directly hits the main body. You could say it’s easier to defeat because it’s grown larger.

The Insect Bouquet only forms the shape of a cluster, but it’s not actually a cluster. That’s why you shouldn’t approach it thinking it’s a single entity. If you attack following the shape that looks like a school of fish, it will instantly scatter and rush in to exploit your openings.


The Phantomos, made of gathered spirits, is the trickiest. Under the control of a powerful spirit, the absorbed spirits, except for the real one forming the main body, are immune to any attack. In this case, finding the ‘real one’ is the top priority.

There are this many types of clusters that come to mind right away. The giant monster in front of us is ultimately just a cluster of sand. If we understand its form and chip away at its size, we should be able to attack the real weakness hidden inside.

So I need to find out the nature of this thing.

The sand in my hand wriggled as if wanting to return to the main body. It was the same even when I moved a little further away.

Then how about this? I applied force to my palm and crushed the sand. Even if it’s sand, it’s not impossible to crush. The sand that became fine powder no longer moved. Even when I opened my fist and scattered it in the air, it didn’t join the main body but just scattered in the wind.

“This is it.”

I roughly understand how to defeat it now.

Yebrica is similar to Phantomos. These sands are an illusion. No matter how much we attack these sands, it probably won’t deal any damage to the main body.

If we can just remove this sand and attack its main body, we should be able to catch Yebrica.

But the joy was short-lived.

“Yikes.”

Although most of its attention was focused on Taika, it seems I was also bothersome, lurking at its feet, as Yebrica began to counterattack towards me.

A band of sand stretched out towards me, a sand snake that separated from Yebrica’s body began to rush at me like a living creature. I floated my body in the air and barely avoided the sand.

But it’s not over just because it hit the ground.

The sand snake was just a decoy to draw my attention.

Once again, numerous shadows appeared above my body.

This time, sand feathers began to fall towards me from the air. It was an absurdly large number, impossible to avoid in my state of unbalance after dodging the sand snake.

Don’t underestimate it just because it’s sand feathers. Their tips are imbued with mana as sharp as glass shards.

It’s impossible to dodge all those countless feathers.

I drew out the mana from my bracelet and surrounded my body with an air barrier.

Ting, ting!

The feathers blocked by the air barrier fell to the ground.

Even though I defended with my highest output, the barrier shook.

I need to leave this place quickly before more feathers come flying. I gathered mana at my feet and ‘kicked’ the air.

This is a trick possible because the air is full of mana. Is it because we’re near a giant mana aggregate monster? Even though this isn’t inside a Gate, mana is abundant here right now.

Including the sand floating in the air, my whole body feels sticky.

With perfect timing, Taika’s gravity field activated again. This time it was the wing joint.

As a result of raising the ‘center point’ upwards following my advice. A huge hole appeared in the middle of the giant bird’s wing joint.

The sand gathered in the center fell as fine powder, as if ground in a blender. The sand collided with each other, turning into powder from the friction force.

I desperately widened the distance from Yebrica and shouted towards Taika.

[Mr. Cooper! Just keep doing that. We need to turn all that sand into powder!]

[Wow! That’s going to be an enormous task!]

Certainly, turning all the sand making up that giant bird’s body into powder is not an easy task.

But we have humanity’s strongest blender.

[Did I mention this? My favorite thing to do as a kid was playing with sand!]

—Blender. That sounds strangely like an insult.

‘In this situation, it’s a compliment.’

Perhaps it had endured as much as it could, the giant sand bird was now raising its body. Let’s confirm one more thing.

I arrived in front of Han Seo-hyeon and held out my fist to him.

“What is it?”

“Try infusing dark mana into the sand in my hand.”

“What?”

I’ve confirmed that if we physically turn it into powder, the sand loses its power.

Yebrica’s body appears to be made of giant sand. But to be precise, that’s not Yebrica’s body. It just looks like it’s composed as a body. Yebrica’s main body is probably buried in that sand.

So the method to defeat Yebrica is similar to Phantomos. Remove these fakes and find the real main body.

But these sands have substance. This is the difference from Phantomos.

These sands that make up Yebrica’s body were different from ordinary sand.

This sand, wriggling as if alive, can be considered a ‘monster’ in itself. Like tiny insects.

The method to defeat Insect Bouquet, made up of many small insects gathering together, is simple. Properly kill each of those small insects one by one.

But children with talents in charm or summoning would sometimes use methods to lure the insects making up the swarm and make them destroy each other.

Maybe this sand is similar.

If it’s possible to physically steal it, that is. You never know. It might be possible to steal control rights too.

Isn’t it the main specialty of necromancers to steal someone’s body and take control of it?

“Try infusing mana. Maybe you can take control of this sand.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes lit up when he saw the sand wriggling in my fist.

“Open your palm.”

When I opened my palm, the sand inside immediately began to wriggle, trying to return to the main body. But only for a moment.

The sand touched by Han Seo-hyeon’s fingertips wriggled as if struck by lightning, then slowly began to accept Han Seo-hyeon’s mana and turn black. Following Han Seo-hyeon’s hand gesture, the sand slowly began to move to the back of his hand.

Jackpot.
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Now it’s perfect.

“Han Seo-hyeon, you approach that thing and taint as much sand as you can.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s mana quantity is enormous, enough to receive an A-rank potential. The only problem is that he can’t properly perform necromancy yet.

“If you feel like you can’t control any more, grind it up. Keep repeating that.”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my words. Next, I turned my attention to Kim Jae-ho.

“Jae-ho, protect Seo-hyeon. Ah, carrying him on your back wouldn’t be bad either. Anyway, make sure Han Seo-hyeon doesn’t get hurt while allowing him to contact as much sand as possible.”

Kim Jae-ho is sturdy. Enough to easily carry Han Seo-hyeon’s body. We’re securing the mobility that Han Seo-hyeon lacks.

With the roles of these two set…

I threw my gaze backward.

Taika was still engaged in a one-on-one battle with Yebrica. But his firepower seemed to be running low. No matter how much mana he has, it’s useless.

That’s because Taika still can’t create multiple center points.

As if realizing who was troubling it, Yebrica was directly targeting Taika.

Taika was alternating between defense and offense by deleting the center point he had created on Yebrica’s body and creating a new one in front of himself whenever sand flew towards him, but it didn’t look easy.

“I should go help quickly.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“Wait, what are you going to do, Boss?”

“I’ll draw attention in my own way.”

With my firepower, which was lacking compared to the other two, there was no way to remove all that sand composing Yebrica’s body.

But that doesn’t mean I can just sit around doing nothing.

I roughly formed a plan in my head. I sent Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho to Yebrica’s right side.


From now on, it’s a battle of time and stamina.

First, I went to Taika’s side, who had bought me time.

[Oh, you’re here.]

[Yes, thank you. Thanks to you, I got an idea of how to catch that thing.]

[Haha! I thought it would get tough if we kept going like this.]

I briefly explained to Taika what I had found out. At my explanation, Taika’s mouth fell open.

[You figured all that out in such a short time? No, was asking me to draw its attention for this purpose in the first place?]

[Yes.]

When facing a monster for the first time, figuring out how to defeat it is usually the hardest part. But there’s nothing completely new in this world. If you categorize it under the framework of a cluster, even this thing becomes predictable.

It’s just enormously large.

[All that sand is its camouflage tactic. Its main body is inside. All we need to do is chip away at all that sand and draw out its real body hidden inside.]

At my words, Taika smiled brightly.

[I really need to take you to America.]

With those words, Taika stretched out his hand. The sand flying towards me was sucked somewhere.

“Whew.”

That was close.

[Conversation is good, but we need to take care of that thing first.]

[Yes.]

Taika’s mana moved. It was different from his previous attention-drawing, starting with its size.

[Now I’ll use my power properly.]


If the center point Taika had created before was about the size of a fist, this time it was large enough to swallow a person whole. The black point created in the middle of Yebrica’s left wing mercilessly pulled in the sand making up Yebrica’s body.

The sand bird flapped its wings as if not wanting to be pulled in, but the black point at the tip of the left wing greedily sucked in the sand.

Powdery dust scattered below it.

And on the opposite side, on the right wing, Han Seo-hyeon started to move. Half-crying while clinging to Kim Jae-ho’s back, Han Seo-hyeon desperately reached out towards Yebrica’s wing.

“Uwaah, it’s too fast!”

If it weren’t for that crying, it would have looked really cool.

Still, the black wave of sand spreading from where Han Seo-hyeon’s fingertips touched was a spectacular sight in itself.

After confirming the right wing starting to turn black, I floated my body with wind.

While those two are gradually removing the sand, I plan to find the main body hidden in this sand. I thought it might be in the torso, but when Taika touched the torso, the thing’s main body wasn’t visible.

Maybe it’s swimming around inside that sand.

Yebrica, being attacked on both wings, started screaming madly.

It’s not pain.

It’s fear.

I floated my body up to where the thing’s ‘head’ was. This is a technique impossible without the thick mana in the air. Although I don’t have a fear of heights, being dozens of meters high is still heart-pounding.

But I can’t show my fear now.

The thing saw me and immediately threw sand at me.

I moved to avoid the sand.

My biggest advantage right now is mobility. The mana-dense atmosphere is good for wind attributes. Mana consumption is less than half of normal, and there’s almost no resistance when moving the body.

So I intended to play hide-and-seek with the sand chasing me in the air.

As the sand moves, gaps are bound to appear. Right now, other sand immediately appears to fill the body again, but the amount of sand being ground away by Han Seo-hyeon and Taika is considerable.


The sand that seemed infinite will eventually show its bottom.

The sand started to move, following me as I moved precariously, almost caught right in front of it.

It can’t use the sand from the two wings. Then what’s left is the torso. As the sand moved following me like that, I saw it.

There was a particularly shiny lump in the neck area, unlike the other sand.

“Yikes!”

Perhaps because it was an attack launched at the risk of revealing its main body’s location, it was particularly fierce. Thousands of sand feathers flew at me.

I turned all the wind wrapping around my body into a protective barrier.

Of course, my body, having lost its propulsion, started to fall, but blocking the feathers was the priority for now. Just before my body hit the ground, I called the wind again. But there were still feathers left.

There was no time to react. The remaining feathers stuck straight into the ground where I was standing.

“Ugh.”

Although I dodged, I couldn’t prevent sand feathers from sticking into my forearms and shins. I should be grateful that I avoided vital points. In an instant, my whole body was covered in blood. The sand scattered without even needing to pull out the feathers.

“Whew, this is a bit nerve-wracking.”

I got up. Fortunately, even though my body was rattling, I could move using the wind.

At that moment, I saw a black sand dog tearing at the giant bird’s wing. It’s an application skill worthy of admiration. Han Seo-hyeon’s voice, shouting in frustration, echoed:

“I feel like I’m going to throw up!”

Unfortunately, it seems there’s no communication at all with Kim Jae-ho. Luckily, that anger was directed solely at Yebrica.

Sand fell off in clumps from the area bitten by the black dog. And that sand immediately touched Han Seo-hyeon’s fingertips and turned black.

At first, it was an opponent so huge that we had no idea how to deal with it, but by gradually taking control of the sand like this, we started to see an end in sight.

As I got up, I cut off the sand spears heading towards Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon with wind.

“Where do you think you’re aiming?”

I floated my body into the air again.

“You haven’t killed me yet.”

It’s a feint, no, a triple feint strategy.

For such a large monster, overwhelming it chaotically is the best.

Right wing? No, left wing? Should I deal with this bug in front of me first?

The more confused its mind becomes like this, the more leeway I gain.

I’ve roughly figured out the location of the main body. The problem is that there’s still too much sand. If I tried to attack the main body recklessly now, it might move its position again.

Then we’d have to play this tiresome hide-and-seek again.

So let’s buy a little more time.

Until we can catch the timing to attack the main body for sure.

There’s nothing better than a fruit fly flying in front of your eyes for buying that time. I’ll make its nerves focus on me by being annoying.

Seeing me, the thing couldn’t hide its anger. As if determined to kill and eliminate me this time, it called the sand. I plunged my body towards the ground. Countless sand explosions occurred behind me. Sharp sand spears formed and persistently followed my body.

I sprayed water behind my body.

Like a kind of flare, the sand that touched the water scattered.

Damn, I didn’t want to reveal my abilities like this. The situation wasn’t good enough to use just wind.

A sandstorm appeared before my eyes.

“Yikes.”

It’s trying to shake us all off even if it has to scatter its own body.

We each blocked the sandstorm in different ways. Han Seo-hyeon covered himself with black sand to create a kind of dome around his body, and Taika was crudely pinning all the sand coming towards him to the ground.

I could see my clothes fraying where they touched the sandstorm. Unlike before, everything that touched the sand was being ground away.

—This is dangerous!

As Ray warned, if I stand in this sand, I’ll end up like I’ve been put in a blender.

I drew up mana. I instantly dug the ground I was standing on.

“It’s a strategy to hide underground.”

After digging a tunnel and hiding inside, I checked my mana-assisting bracelet.

The bracelet’s mana was dangerously low. I quickly sprinkled the mana stone powder I had prepared in advance into the bracelet. There was a sizzling sound of flesh burning on my arm, but I ignored it.

The depleted mana filled up again.

I gathered mana in my eyes and examined the sand.

The thing’s body was completely empty from creating this sandstorm.

“That’s it.”

I saw the thing shining golden. The thing’s main body hidden in the sand was quite unsightly.

It looks like a newborn condor chick.

Although it adorned itself with a magnificent appearance, its main body looked so shabby. The sandstorm quickly subsided. The thing is calling the sand back to its main body again.

We can’t miss this chance.

I pulled out the dagger from the sheath on my thigh and gathered strength in my legs. I crudely poured in 30% of the mana from the newly filled mana stone and burst it.

“Urgh!”

A groan involuntarily escaped from the load on my body.

But the effect was certain. With the explosion from under my feet, my body rose into the air like a bullet. Then I connected with the wind. My body, already having gained momentum, moved so fast that even an SS-rank monster couldn’t instantly follow.

I could feel my whole body creaking. My shin bones broke, and my spine was greatly shaken. But it doesn’t matter.

I gained a moment’s time to aim at the thing, and that’s enough.

I threw the dagger with all my might.

The moment my dagger precisely pierced the thing’s main body, I shouted:

[Taika!]

He understood my call and raised his gaze.

[Now!]

I called lightning again with 30% of my mana.

Even if it’s just for a brief moment.

We just need to stop it long enough so it can’t put up its sand defense again.

Using the dagger I stabbed in as a conductor, lightning strikes down.

Zzzap, the lightning flashing through the sandstorm looked quite impressive even to me.

And above that.

A small point appears.

Taika’s tremendous mana dominates that space.

Everything is sucked towards the small point.

Taika’s ultimate technique from 10 years in the future.

Black Hole.

It was still lacking to be called a black hole, but it was enough to crush a top-tier monster.

For a moment, the world goes quiet.

Kyaaak!

The monster’s scream was heard.

And finally.

The storm stopped.
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“Ugh…”

A groan involuntarily escaped due to the pain. It felt like my body was shattered from head to toe. In reality, there wasn’t a single part of my body that was unharmed.

“I’m dying.”

—Of course you feel like you’re dying after pulling a stunt like that!

Ray’s nagging belatedly echoed in my head. But after groaning in pain for a moment, I burst out laughing, ‘Haha.’

Top-tier. It was a rank inflated due to its size, but still, it was a monster that I, Kang Yi-sin, could never have dreamed of facing.

I who had never even entered a Gate.

I took down such a being.

Of course, it would have been impossible without Taika. But still, I succeeded in facing and capturing that monster with my own strength.

I, who hadn’t even properly cleared a single Gate.

I was so happy my chest felt tight.

I pretended to know everything, but all I had experienced until now were just illusions in simulators.

Even when I joined Seol Rok-jin, I only wallowed in the muck of human affairs, never once contributing to saving the world.

But now, here, for the first time.

I accomplished something that a ‘raid team’ would experience.

—You know, that tightness in your chest might not just be psychological. Your ribs might be broken or something.

“My ribs are fine.”

I said that as I tried to get up.

Or rather, I tried to.

“Ah.”


My body immediately slumped back to the ground. Come to think of it, all the bones in my legs were broken.

“Hmm.”

I sent all the remaining mana to the regeneration mana circuits, but it seemed it would take time for my shattered leg bones to mend.

So in the meantime, what should I do…

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho came running towards me.

“Boss! What’s wrong?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine at all! I saw you earlier! You tried to get up and immediately collapsed to the ground!”

To think they saw such an embarrassing sight. I wish they had pretended not to notice. But that was too much to ask of this kid who came to rely on me in place of his dead brother.

“Really, how can you be so reckless!”

Seeing him pounding his chest as if he couldn’t even speak properly, I turned my gaze away.

“Why are you lying down?”

Kim Jae-ho tilted his head looking at my condition.

“Oh, you know. I just felt like lying down because I’m tired.”

“If you lie down there, your mouth will get crooked. Get up.”

Kim Jae-ho tried to lift me up, but as I said, both my legs were broken.

“Urgh.”

Even if I could somehow suppress the pain, my body, having lost its support, couldn’t even stand properly and fell over to the side again. Seeing me flailing like a deflated doll, Kim Jae-ho’s face turned pale.

“Something’s wrong with him!”

“His legs, his legs seem to be broken! No, what are you doing to an injured person! Just leave him alone for now!”


“Something’s wrong!”

The two of them shouted beside me. It was utter chaos. Han Seo-hyeon, who seemed to have come to his senses belatedly, said to me:

“At least drink a potion.”

“Is it necessary? It’ll heal with time.”

Potions are expensive. Especially mid-grade or higher potions that can mend bones. It’s better to save those for later. If we were still in the midst of battle, I would have gladly drunk a potion, but now that the situation has settled, drinking a potion would be a waste of money…

“Ah, just drink it when I tell you to!”

“Mmph!”

Han Seo-hyeon poured the potion into my mouth.

“You spilled it! And what if it goes down the wrong pipe when you pour it like that! I could die!”

“Well, if you had just drunk it when I told you to, wouldn’t it have been better?”

Not a shred of remorse! I’ve failed in properly raising your younger sibling, I’m sorry! Han Jo-hee.

—Who exactly are you apologizing to?

Ray interjected, hearing my nonsense.

Still, thanks to drinking the potion, I could feel my leg bones quickly mending. Hearing cracking sounds, it seems the bones were slightly misaligned. At least it’s fortunate it wasn’t an open fracture.

That would have been a truly horrific sight.

[Are you alright?]

Taika, who arrived belatedly, checked on me first. I spoke, supported by Han Seo-hyeon:

[I’m fine. I’ve had a potion too, so don’t worry… More importantly, I’d like to collect the spoils first.]

[The spoils?]

[Yes, we can’t just leave that as it is, can we?]


Honestly, if my body was in good condition, I would have rushed over there immediately. I’m so excited to see what such a high-ranking monster will yield.

—You materialistic thing.

Ignoring Ray’s curse, I put on a serious expression. Right now, the most important thing is the spoils, no matter what anyone says.

You never know. Since it was a sand monster, it might be set to scatter over time?

At my words, Taika continued to look at me with a worried expression, but I shook my head.

I meant, hurry up and go find the spoils first!

[Alright.]

As Taika headed towards the monster’s corpse, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“That guy has no sense of propriety. Look at him, going off to look after his own interests in this situation!”

Unable to admit that I had ordered it, I pretended not to know. It would have been better if he had just cursed at Taika like that. Han Seo-hyeon’s gaze turned back to me.

“You’re crazy, absolutely crazy. You don’t know how precious your body is.”

“Ugh.”

I groaned even at the slap Han Seo-hyeon gave my back.

“Oh!”

Surprised by his own action, Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly checked my body, but fortunately, I was fine.

Ah, after dealing with Yebrica so impressively, what’s all this about? My cheeks reddened with embarrassment.

“I won’t die. It might not be painless, but I’m fine now, and the parts that aren’t fine are healing, so stop looking at me like that.”

“You’re not fine. I was really scared earlier. I thought you were really going to die.”

Looking closely, Han Seo-hyeon’s hands were trembling slightly as he said that. I knew he always had nightmares, but still…

—Even so, he’s holding up incredibly well considering. Among children thrust into war at a young age, such mental fortitude is…

‘That’s enough, no need for such tragic stories.’

It was already overwhelming to embrace the past of the kid right in front of me.

—Everything an adult says becomes flesh and blood…

‘I feel like scabs are forming on my eardrums, so let’s stop.’

After retorting to Ray, I spoke to Han Seo-hyeon:

“I won’t die, so don’t worry. I’ve only stretched my legs knowing where I’ll lie down.”

Thinking about what we have to do from now on, we can’t afford to whine every time something like this happens.

“Let’s see what he brings back.”

[I’ve got something quite good!]

What Taika brought back was a mana stone as big as my torso. Seeing it, Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open.

“Whoa!”

The Red Flame Mana Stone I had stolen from the auction was about the size of my fist. That was estimated to be worth about 30 billion won.

But this mana stone was as big as my head.

“Is, is this all…”

“That’s right, a mana stone.”

If there’s something Han Seo-hyeon doesn’t know, it’s that this is before refinement, so it will become much smaller after refining. Well, even considering that, the size was still enormous.

Inside the clear, transparent yellow gem that reminded one of a pumpkin, particles that looked like sand were swirling. Is it containing Yebrica’s attributes as they were? As I quietly examined the mana stone, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho whispered behind me in low voices:

“Jae-ho hyung, we practically caught it ourselves, didn’t we?”

“That’s right! It’s ours!”

“Exactly! Even if they dealt the final blow, there are three of us and only one of them! So 75% should be ours, right?”

“That’s right!”

Kim Jae-ho, who belatedly grasped the situation, quickly added.

The two of them glared at Taika with fierce eyes, but there was no need for that in the first place.

[As promised, you can have this.]

Taika handed the mana stone over to me. I said with an embarrassed face:

[Are you sure it’s alright to give it all to us? This will be worth whatever price we name.]

[Haha, I couldn’t have caught it alone without you in the first place. My goal was to catch this monster, so it’s fine. I also received incredible teachings.]

Those teachings, well, your future self would have figured them out on their own. It’s awkward that he’s actually giving it when I asked for it.

Still, it’s not polite to refuse someone’s concession, so I’ll accept it quietly.

The problem is…

[I’m not in a condition to receive it right now.]

My legs are still broken, you see. Naturally, my body couldn’t stand on its own, and I was firmly gripping Kim Jae-ho’s shoulders with both hands. No matter how good the mana stone is, I had no hands to receive it right now.

“I’ll take it!”

Han Seo-hyeon, who noticed, stepped forward. But the mana stone was unnecessarily large for Han Seo-hyeon to carry.

To return to the base carrying that in an already exhausted state…

It would be difficult.

Seeming to notice this, Taika picked up the mana stone again.

[I’ll carry this for you.]

“What are you thinking!”

[You can trust me.]

“Really now, are you planning to run off with it?”

[I absolutely won’t do that.]

Don’t they seem to be communicating strangely well?

I stopped Han Seo-hyeon.

“Just let him carry it for us if he’s offering.”

“Ugh! What if he runs off with it?”

“He won’t do something so embarrassing.”

I took out a string from my bag and wrapped it around the mana stone. I’m thinking of attaching a string so we can carry it temporarily.

“Shall we head back now?”

I decided to cling to Kim Jae-ho’s back until my legs mended. This was surprisingly comfortable.

As we were about to move to return to the base, Taika casually opened his mouth:

[By the way, didn’t you call me Taika earlier?]

[Did I?]

I might have.

[Now that it’s come to this, how about calling me comfortably?]

[No, Mr. Cooper.]

Not a chance, you fool.

* * *

The journey back was comfortable. Of course it was. The sandstorm that had filled this area was gone. Our GPS started working normally too.

“Ugh, we still have to walk quite a long way.”

“Did you send the rescue signal?”

“Yes.”

There’s no reason to go the hard way when we can go easily. We defeated the thing and most of the sand that made it up scattered, but the sand created by the sandstorm didn’t disappear.

As the wind blew sand every time it rose, I put the mask back on Han Seo-hyeon’s head.

“Keep wearing the mask.”

“Ugh.”

“There’s still a lot of dust around, even if it doesn’t look like it.”

So we advanced slowly. And in front of us, shuttles appeared, spewing sand. The problem is that the number of shuttles was excessive.

“Hmm?”

All these shuttles came to rescue just us?

I was a bit uneasy, but I remained calm. The mask on my face was still working well.

People poured out of the shuttles that stopped in front of us. Among them, one person particularly stood out.

[Taika!]

At that name being called out, Taika beside me made an ‘Eek’ sound. Ah, now I understand why they brought so many shuttles.

It’s Taika’s agency. They must have been searching for Taika after learning he had come here.

Now we just need to hand Taika over to those people and hitch a ride on one of the shuttles.

Was it a mistake to think so carelessly?

The person running towards us stopped in their tracks.

“Wait.”

Oh? Korean?

Well, they did say he was Korean. I was about to greet him with a smiling face.

“Weltschmerz?”

If it weren’t for the words he uttered.

‘Damn it.’

My gaze turned to Han Seo-hyeon. My mask set to default mode because I couldn’t show someone else’s face.

It still had the smile symbol engraved that I had used when raiding the auction.

I made an instantaneous situation assessment.

“Seo-hyeon, grab the mana stone.”

At those words, Han Seo-hyeon quickly snatched the mana stone from Taika’s arms.

[Huh?]

“Jae-ho, prepare to leave this place.”

At the same time, I drew up mana. We created a smokescreen with the sand gathered around and ran away from there as fast as we could.

Damn it, I thought things were going too well!
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“Taika returns after dealing with the calamity of a top-tier sandstorm, only to be backstabbed by Weltschmerz and have the spoils stolen!”

“Who is Weltschmerz, who fooled Taika Cooper? A recently emerging villain in Korea!”

“The item stolen from Weltschmerz is a mana stone! What’s its estimated value?”

“What exactly happened inside that sandstorm? Tracing the events of that day!”

The internet was in an uproar. Most of the headlines that appeared as I scrolled down contained the words Weltschmerz or Taika Cooper.

While such attention wasn’t unfamiliar, given that he often made the 9 o’clock news even for a single cough…

Had his image ever been made to look this ridiculous before?

“You’re not angry, are you?”

To the man asking him that, Oh Seung-woo, Taika shrugged his shoulders.

“No. It’s strange that my image had become this good in the first place.”

Unlike what was known to the public, Taika Cooper was just an ordinary 21-year-old young man. A bit clumsy, excessively curious, sleepy, and prone to complaining.

But this ordinary young man possessed the power to erase, if not a continent, at least an island with a single flick of his finger.

“I’m sorry. We couldn’t completely block the articles…”

Oh Seung-woo kept watching Taika’s expression. To be honest, he felt sorry but also unfair.

Originally, Oh Seung-woo had arrived here chasing after Taika right after he disappeared. Of course, he expected the subjugation of Yebrica to fail. No matter how great Taika was, he was still just a 21-year-old hunter.

He only hoped that Taika would return safely.

When the sandstorm disappeared, Oh Seung-woo thought:

He must have caused an accident.

But this time, it was on the good side.

With this unexpected good accident, Oh Seung-woo’s head was spinning. Soon, his mind was filled with the thought that he couldn’t let this good opportunity slip away, and Oh Seung-woo called the reporters.


That’s right.

There was not only a welcoming crowd for Taika but also a bunch of reporters to deliver this good situation as a scoop.

Thanks to that, even the scene of that villain Weltschmerz snatching the mana stone from Taika’s hands was captured.

As far as Oh Seung-woo understood, the reason Taika was so down was because that embarrassing scene had been preserved.

“I don’t mind at all. The problem is those friends. If you think about it, they didn’t do anything bad to me.”

“Are you saying that sincerely?”

“Yes. If I say this, the agency will say I was played by them, but if it weren’t for those friends, the subjugation would have been impossible.”

Taika tried to tell the truth to the reporters who rushed to him asking for the facts. If it weren’t for Oh Seung-woo desperately trying to shut his mouth, a story closer to the truth would have gone out to the public, unlike now.

But Oh Seung-woo, who had been in charge of image-making for the frivolous Taika Cooper, contrary to the phrase ‘America’s hope,’ instinctively shut his mouth.

And he was able to hear the truth about what happened that day.

Although he still couldn’t quite believe that truth.

“You say those people helped with the subjugation…”

“Yes. And the mana stone wasn’t stolen, I had agreed to give it to them.”

“We absolutely cannot tell that truth. It could look like you cooperated with villains.”

Unlike Taika, who seemed to view Weltschmerz rather favorably, Oh Seung-woo pulled himself together properly. The track record of Weltschmerz that he looked into after hearing the truth was undeniably that of a villain, no matter what anyone said.

It would be troublesome if Taika got the image of cooperating with that villain. It was better to be seen as a fool who was tricked by a villain and had the mana stone of a top-tier monster stolen.

“Besides, we don’t know if they’re really good people or not. They might have come here to use you in the first place.”

“Hmm, even the US government didn’t know about my trip to Australia, but those friends knew? Their intelligence must be incredibly good.”

Despite Taika’s somewhat sarcastic words, Oh Seung-woo advised with a serious face:

“They are villains. You shouldn’t get involved with them.”


Oh Seung-woo showed the crimes they had allegedly committed, but Taika wondered if they were really bad villains.

‘Well, stealing from the auction, let’s say that’s one thing. But raiding the human experimentation lab and kidnapping the children, isn’t that actually good for the children?’

Oh Seung-woo said they deceived Taika to use him, but Taika didn’t think so at all. Until Taika mentioned it, they didn’t seem to know who Taika was. Far from being used, he only remembered being cared for.

Setting the watch order, sharing food, and even their ‘leader’ deliberately sticking close to keep talking to Taika so he wouldn’t feel left out.

What caught Taika’s eye was their leader who introduced himself as ‘Lee Seung-joon’. Later, he realized that the name Lee Seung-joon was all an alias and the face wasn’t real either, but his skills were real.

The man who instantly grasped and judged the monster’s condition and figured out how to defeat it. Such talent was rare. No, should it be called skill built up through effort rather than talent?

Of course, his own talents were also excellent.

‘Water, earth, lightning, wind…’

Taika realized that man’s talent wasn’t just one. It’s hard to pretend not to notice when he was wielding mana like that.

Taika saw at least four. He kept this fact a secret to reduce the eyes that would be on that man, even if just a little.

Everyone was making a fuss about them being great villains, but in Taika Cooper’s eyes, they were just minor crimes.

After all, they were villains from a small country stuck in a corner of Asia. To put it bluntly, if Taika Cooper, himself, stepped in, he could instantly and cleanly erase crimes like these.

“Ah, it’s really a shame. I should have insisted more strongly that they come to America.”

Despite Oh Seung-woo nagging for a long time with a pale face after hearing those words, Taika’s thoughts still didn’t change.

* * *

“So this is how things get tangled when they really go wrong.”

I should have kept my distance from the start, considering the opponent was that Taika. That means we should have parted ways and said goodbye as soon as we received the mana stone. It wasn’t the time to calmly send a rescue request.

“It was a misjudgment of the situation. I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”

At my apology, Han Seo-hyeon jumped up.

“Boss, you have nothing to be sorry for. It’s all that bastard’s fault! He must have called his people in advance!”


I was even impressed by his attitude of solely blaming Taika, as if he had a lot pent up against him.

I did say that it’s better for mental health to blame others rather than yourself when things are tough, but isn’t this excessive blame on others?

Anyway, we don’t have the luxury to make a fuss like that now.

I gritted my teeth looking at the monsters approaching before us. I created an ice spear with mana.

I frowned at the shadow that appeared behind the monster pierced by my spear.

“Damn it.”

We had to survive in that wilderness for a full two weeks until people’s attention faded away.

We were only able to return to Korea because the effective period of the farce unfolded under the name Weltschmerz had ended.

From the beginning, what they focused on was the hunter Taika Cooper, not Korea’s Weltschmerz.

Still, it wasn’t an easy task. First of all, we couldn’t use the identities we used when entering the country.

We had to change our faces one way or another.

I and Han Seo-hyeon at least had masks, but the problem was Kim Jae-ho.

After much persuasion, we succeeded in cutting off Kim Jae-ho’s long bangs that he had desperately protected until now.

Since we were cutting it anyway, we went for a dramatic transformation and cut it short, but Kim Jae-ho gritted his teeth, seemingly unhappy with his appearance.

To my eyes, it suited him very well. Maybe it’s because he has a lot of scars. But Kim Jae-ho’s face was quite handsome, to the extent that scars didn’t matter.

I’m not lying, his features are much closer to the word handsome than Han Seo-hyeon, whose features are still soft because he hasn’t finished growing, or me, who everyone would first describe as looking ‘cunning’.

“You look good, what’s wrong?”

“My head is too cold. I can’t believe there’s so little hair, my head feels too vulnerable.”

“If bald people heard you say that, they’d want to kill you.”

Anyway, after many twists and turns, we were able to return to Korea. For the past three days, we’ve done nothing but lie down.

Even I, who usually didn’t skip training and kept pushing them, just said let’s rest and lay down.

To be precise, I was too exhausted to even have the strength to push the kids.

The time we spent in Australia over the past two weeks was not easy.

We really almost died several times.

No matter how strong we were, the environment of Australia where Gate Breakthrough had occurred wasn’t easy enough for humans to endure.

When we ran out of food, we seriously considered eating monsters.

After returning from such a world, we had become bastards who had stabbed a 7-Circle hunter in the back.

Villains who even fleeced America’s hope.

Weltschmerz certainly needed infamy, but this was too much.

Hmm, what should we do about this excessive infamy.

I don’t know. Let’s just rest for now.

The mana stone in front of me glimmered.

How to deal with that thing, let’s put that off for later too.

I was too tired.

* * *

“Still no progress in finding that bastard?”

Choi In-hyeok stubbed out his cigarette butt. His composure had completely disappeared.

[Even though you were born with the Baek family’s seed.

If you can’t even handle money properly.

Should this hyung help a bit?]

He had received a text message from the person he least wanted to know this fact in this world.

Kim Du-sik trembled, spewing juice from his ugly face.

“I, I’ve been looking too. It’s not just us looking for that bir-, I mean, that bastard, there’s a nationwide search warrant out and all forces are chasing him.”

“And?”

“And still, this bastard hasn’t been caught. I think he might have left the country and gone abroad…”

“Abroad or wherever, damn it! Find him!”

He didn’t want to act so viciously, but now it’s a matter of pride. If he gets mocked by Baek Do-san again, he’ll really want to hang himself and die.

“I don’t care how much money it takes, put people on it and all. Or, this bastard. Doesn’t he have any friends?”

“Ah, there was one friend we identified…”

“Then shouldn’t you at least catch that bastard and bring him in?”

“He’s an A-rank hunter belonging to the Crimson Hound guild.”

At those words, Choi In-hyeok’s excitement instantly subsided.

“Ah.”

He couldn’t touch such a big shot.

But if he stayed like this, he’d only be mocked by Baek Do-san. Choi In-hyeok rubbed his face and said:

“I’ll have to meet him once. You never know. He might be hiding his friend or something?”

It was certainly strange that a common citizen who used to draw on private loans could hide so well when there was a nationwide search. If he belonged to the Crimson Hound guild, it might be possible.

The problem would be that it’s not an opponent you can easily meet just by saying you want to meet.

“Are you going to try to get the money from that hunter’s side?”

130 million. With interest for three or four months, it’s now close to 170 million won. It was certainly a large sum for ordinary people, but it wouldn’t be that much for an A-rank hunter belonging to the Crimson Hound guild.

But Choi In-hyeok shook his head.

“Since it’s come to this, I need to find Kang Yi-sin, that bastard, myself and beat him up.”

Come to think of it, from beginning to end, that bastard lied about everything except his name.

“That low-frequency emission bastard.”

Even that talent was a lie!

How unfair it was when he found out that the bastard’s actual talent was ‘lying’.

“I’ll get the money directly from him. Every last won of interest.”

And at this very moment, Kang Yi-sin, who was receiving someone’s intense curse:

“Why is my ear so itchy? Give me an ear pick.”

He had no thoughts at all.

The 130 million won he borrowed long, long ago didn’t even exist in his mind.
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The dark web is not an ordinary community.

Any awakened criminal or villain could join this place, and even famous and noble villains were all registered here.

To be precise, the dark web had recruited those villains.

This is how ‘Butcher’ Park Sang-pyeon, who seemed far removed from things like the internet, came to know about the dark web.

As soon as his name rose to the Top, the dark web invited him with a grand congratulatory gift.

Since then, Park Sang-pyeon would occasionally check the dark web with the device they had given him when he was bored.

It became a kind of pleasure to see the posts that came up when he searched his name.

Recently, a rookie kept popping up on this dark web.

At first, Park Sang-pyeon didn’t pay much attention to the appearance of this new name.

It was typical for this dark web community to get excited when a new villain appeared.

Even if there were presumptuous posts linking him with those guys, well, he didn’t get too angry. He did mince those he met that day about twice as finely as usual, but it was tolerable.

But after this incident, they crossed the line.

“These bastards say they deserve to be in the Top? Without even knowing what kind of guys they are, what? They say they could easily beat someone like me?”

Raiding the auction house full of Korea’s top hunters was certainly an impressive feat, but it was still just petty theft. In fact, no one was hurt or killed there.

The next place Weltschmerz appeared was a research laboratory. The intelligence to pinpoint the location of a lab creating modified humans might be impressive, but again, what they faced there were just ordinary civilians.

And this recent incident. Even though a 7-Circle hunter was involved, in the end, they didn’t fight and defeat him, they just ran off with the spoils from the monster he caught. It was just petty theft again.

But on the dark web, they were saying these guys were better than the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon.

Thud, the desk, unable to withstand Park Sang-pyeon’s temper, completely shattered.

Other members of the Top pretended not to care about the dark web, acting aloof, but Park Sang-pyeon was different.

His only achievement was rising to this Top.


He couldn’t forgive anyone who tarnished this achievement, no matter who they were. He knew even this tendency of his was being mocked, but it still made him feel terrible.

“Fine, fine. I’ve been laying low recently. Not befitting the name of Butcher, I’ve been too quiet.”

It was true that Park Sang-pyeon had been restraining himself recently, uncharacteristic of his Butcher name. But it wasn’t because he had lost face, as others mistakenly thought.

“Kuhehe.”

Park Sang-pyeon smiled ominously as he looked at the sword he was holding.

In the Gate where he had backstabbed and robbed hunters last time, Park Sang-pyeon had obtained an unexpected artifact.

“It just took time to master this sword.”

Mana flowed from the sword itself. When he gripped the handle, the mana from the sword immediately pierced into his body. And that mana gave tremendous power in exchange for drilling into his mind.

In fact, a few young guys who grabbed this sword went mad and rampaged. They had been devoured by the sword.

Park Sang-pyeon had watched this scene closely. After all, he was the one who had made those young ones grab the sword.

Park Sang-pyeon had almost been devoured by this sword a few times. But in the end, he succeeded in dominating this sword and placing it under his control.

“Please, please.”

Park Sang-pyeon turned his head at the voice flowing in from the front. It was a plea that broke his mood.

“Can’t you let me go now? I won’t tell anyone, anyone about what happened here!”

Park Sang-pyeon laughed at the man’s words.

“Kuhaha, why? Why won’t you tell? Did I say to keep your mouth shut?”

“W-well, that…”

The man desperately rolled his eyes.

Park Sang-pyeon had sacrificed over fifteen hunters to figure out how to handle the sword. He watched five go mad after grabbing the sword, and killed the other ten by wielding the sword himself.

It had been a fairly well-known raid team, but now only he remained alive.


Isn’t it natural to dislike such things being known? But the person in front of him was far from ordinary.

The man hastily opened his mouth.

“T-then I will tell everyone! How great you are, Butcher-nim! H-how amazing you were!”

A smile crept onto Park Sang-pyeon’s face at the man’s words. Had he finally found the right answer? Hope began to swirl in the man’s eyes, as if a path to survival had finally opened.

“Good, good. Everyone will know. How amazing this Butcher has become. So amazing that those Weltschmerz bastards can’t even compare!”

Park Sang-pyeon picked up the sword. Red veins began to bulge on his right hand holding the sword. It was because he was forcibly blocking the ominous energy flowing from the sword.

This was the method Park Sang-pyeon had found to control this sword.

A red aura swirled on the blade.

“Hehe.”

The more he gripped the sword, the more elated he felt. It was as if he had become the strongest person in this world.

No, it wasn’t just feeling like he had become strong, he had really become strong.

The Butcher believed in his skills. As the name Butcher suggests, he had cut down countless people until now.

And now he had obtained this incredible artifact.

“This sword is truly amazing. Did you see how flames spread from even the smallest wound? Even the tiniest cut, death is certain the moment you’re slashed!”

Terror spread across the face of the hunter who had seen this up close.

“Y-yes.”

From the moment Park Sang-pyeon raised the sword, uneasiness began to grow in a corner of his heart.

“Aaaagh!”

The hunter’s body immediately began to burn. The flames that rose from the sword burned his body fiercely and disappeared.

This happens even with just the slightest cut.


No one could block these flames.

“You don’t need to spread rumors for me. Soon, everyone will know about Park Sang-pyeon.”

Those who mocked him and looked down on him.

Park Sang-pyeon’s eyes turned red.

“Well, shall I go show off my skills after a long time?”

The Butcher said that as he slowly moved his steps.

* * *

Do Chae-hee closed her eyes.

Suddenly, she remembered when she had just joined the awakened criminal task force. Back then, Do Chae-hee was recklessly rushing into scenes, deserving the nickname ‘bulldozer’.

That day was no exception.

[◇◎-dong bank robbery incident! Backup needed! The enemy… Aaagh!]

As soon as she heard the radio call, Do Chae-hee rushed to the scene. Entering the scene, Do Chae-hee immediately raised her pistol loaded with special bullets.

Her talent was shooting.

It was an absolute talent that could hit anything she ‘sent out’ to what she ‘recognized’ with her eyes, anything visible to her.

And she also had the talent of an eagle’s eye that could see through anything.

As soon as she entered the bank, she fired her gun indiscriminately. There was no need to aim.

The bullets Do Chae-hee fired never missed.

In this way, the three villains who had raided the bank were subdued in an instant.

“Thank you!”

“Oh, thanks to you we survived.”

The words of gratitude she heard then kept her moving.

But somehow, those words of thanks had become as faint as if from a past life.

When was it that she stopped ‘working in the field’ as her achievements piled up?

When she unwillingly entered the political arena.

Her reverie ended here.

Do Chae-hee opened her eyes again.

Anyway, doesn’t she have an enemy to take care of now?

Weltschmerz!

The name came not from domestic news but from some foreign article in Australia. Soon after that article broke, foreign media began to report the name Weltschmerz all at once.

They say they fooled the American hunter Taika Cooper.

“Ha, so they were roaming abroad.”

While they hadn’t shown a hair domestically, they went abroad. There, they achieved something quite remarkable. They fleeced a 7-Circle hunter, expected to easily become 8-Circle in the future.

She knew from when they robbed the auction, but they seemed to have a knack for thievery.

Two mana stones.

“What on earth are they planning to do with those?”

Anyway, that’s not the important thing. The important thing is that there’s a record of their entry into that country, Australia.

After finding out that Weltschmerz had appeared there, Do Chae-hee was able to contact people at the Australian site and receive detailed information.

The number of Weltschmerz members identified at the scene was three in total.

The identities they used were as follows:

Lee Seung-joon, 23 years old, B-rank hunter

Choi Se-jin, 25 years old, B-rank hunter

Oh Hye-seong, 19 years old, B-rank hunter

Do Chae-hee bit her lip when she saw a familiar face there.

They may have used aliases, but the faces were the same.

While the faces of the other two were unfamiliar, she could recognize this Oh Hye-seong child at once.

‘Han Seo-hyeon.’

Should she put out a nationwide public search warrant?

But he’s still only 17. A young age. Moreover, there was no evidence that he was directly involved in murder. Of course, the very fact that he was with Weltschmerz was already irrefutable evidence of crime, but he was still a young child. There was the highest possibility that he was just being dragged along by this Weltschmerz guy without knowing anything.

If she issued a public search warrant, Han Seo-hyeon’s life would be over. Everyone would know Han Seo-hyeon as a criminal, and he would never be able to return to a normal life.

If Han Seo-hyeon was wandering, unable to find his way on a narrow bridge, this would be like breaking that bridge and pushing him off a cliff.

He was already a child who had lost the brother he loved.

She didn’t want to push that child to a place where he had nowhere to return.

For now, for now it’s still okay.

There was still room to turn back. With this thought, Do Chae-hee put off thinking about Han Seo-hyeon.

It was unlike her to cover up crimes like this, but she wanted to give Han Seo-hyeon one last chance.

And the other two people.

The person named Choi Se-jin had his face so covered up in the ID photo that it was unclear if it had any meaning, but the man named Lee Seung-joon was certainly identifiable.

Is this the leader of Weltschmerz?

No matter how you looked at it, it was the face of an utterly ordinary person.

But Do Chae-hee engraved that man’s face in her eyes.

Glaring at that photo, Do Chae-hee inwardly vowed.

That someday she would rescue Han Seo-hyeon from him.

And that she would uncover what had happened to those ten children and expose his crimes.

As she was gritting her teeth and glaring at the photo for a long time, a loud siren sound rang out. As Do Chae-hee raised her head wondering what was going on, someone approached and said:

“It’s an emergency.”

“What’s happening?”

“The Butcher.”

Do Chae-hee blinked at that unexpected name. But at the words that followed, a murderous aura swirled on Do Chae-hee’s face.

“That crazy bastard has massacred an entire village.”

It was no time to worry about Weltschmerz.

A major incident had occurred.
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“Boss! Boss, did you see?”

I was just applying putty to the wall when Han Seo-hyeon called out urgently.

“What is it?”

“When someone’s calling, you should at least turn your head… No, that’s not important. Right now, someone has declared war against our name.”

What declaration of war?

It’s not even a funny word, but the expression on Han Seo-hyeon’s face as he said it was quite unsettling. I had no choice but to put down my tools and approach Han Seo-hyeon.

“What’s going on?”

“I think you need to see for yourself.”

I examined the screen on the smartphone Han Seo-hyeon handed me.

“Huh.”

The scene inside, and the content within, was so serious that a groan involuntarily escaped.

An entire village disappeared overnight. All the people in the village were horribly murdered, and the perpetrator of this act was the Butcher.

Far from hiding his crime, he boldly imprinted his name on the village.

The term ‘declaration of war’ is accurate.

Because the Butcher wrote our name with the blood of his victims.

[Can Weltschmerz kill more than me?]

“All the news is in an uproar over this. What, what on earth is this…”

In cases like this, sensational reporting should be restrained, but our country’s rotten media had long since abandoned such reporting guidelines.

I clicked my tongue as I watched a reporter holding a microphone to a student who had avoided the disaster by visiting a friend’s house in another area, asking ‘How do you feel now that all your family members are dead?’

Damn, even at a time like this, the vultures are the problem.


Well, it’s not just the problem of that one vulture. It’s obvious who’s gleefully fanning the flames behind this issue.

The most important thing should be the victims sacrificed in this sensational incident.

232 dead. It was a small rural village, so they were caught without anywhere to escape. While there have been cases of casualties from villains before, there’s never been an example of an entire village being wiped out like this.

Moreover, attacking a village solely for the purpose of slaughter like this is unprecedented in Korean history.

Han Seo-hyeon was clenching his fists in anger.

“He’s declaring war on us like this. Really, who do we think we are.”

We’re already overwhelmed with being entangled with Taika Cooper, and now some madman has gotten involved. My head was just as complicated.

I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and said:

“You go and rest for a bit.”

“How can you tell me to rest after seeing this?”

“Yes, that’s why you need to rest even more.”

Han Seo-hyeon was getting too immersed right now. At times like this, it’s important to cool your head.

Seeing my eyes, Han Seo-hyeon reluctantly nodded. It seemed he realized he was getting too worked up.

I calmly checked the rest of the article.

—You tell that kid to go rest, but you’re looking at that?

‘This happened because of me. At least I shouldn’t run away.’

As far as I knew, the Butcher had never committed such a massacre before. So this is clearly because of ‘me’.

Over 230 people died because of ‘me’. I don’t intend to dwell on unnecessary sentiments. Even if I was the cause, it was the Butcher who committed this act after all.

Blaming others is always good for mental health.

The articles that unnecessarily described the scene in detail were quite helpful to me.


“It says all the corpses were half-burned…”

As far as I knew, the Butcher’s talent was far from flame-related. But the bodies found at the scene were discovered in a burned state. It seems quite a few were even completely reduced to ashes.

—What was his original talent?

‘It was to seep inside and destroy everything.’

That’s why bodies victimized by the Butcher often had their insides in a mess. Of course, the outside wasn’t intact either.

But there had never been signs of burning like this before.

Come to think of it, I think I heard that the Butcher obtained something around this time. My memory was vague because villains involved with the Top weren’t my responsibility.

While I was checking the article, Han Seo-hyeon, who seemed to have washed his face or something, came out wiping his face with a towel and asked me:

“Are you thinking of accepting this declaration of war?”

“There’s no reason to refuse.”

Since he challenged us by name, I had no intention of leaving the Butcher alone. He’s done something too. The Butcher was a bastard who shouldn’t be left alive for the future.

The problem is…

As someone who’s risen to the ‘Top’, the Butcher isn’t someone to be taken lightly.

“So let’s track him down first.”

We need to thoroughly investigate.

Unlike the opponents we’ve faced recently, the Butcher is a real strong one.

—Wasn’t that Chinese girl the strongest in terms of strength? Or that American guy?

‘That’s why I used a method to avoid fighting them.’

Strictly speaking, Xie Haozhu and Taika Cooper weren’t my enemies. Xie Haozhu might not agree with my thoughts, but I never considered her an enemy.

But the Butcher is different.


It might be foolish to be provoked, but I’ll take the bait.

I’m going to crush you thoroughly.

Even if killing you won’t bring back the people who have already died, it’s a hundred times better than you living shamelessly.

I got up from my seat and picked up the plastering equipment I had put down earlier.

—Hmm? What are you doing?

First, I need to finish applying the putty.

If that hardens, I’ll have to buy new ones.

* * *

The Butcher. Name: Park Sang-pyeon. Age: 33 this year.

The reason he first became a villain is ridiculous. He killed his family on the spot for nagging him. From the very start, it was familicide, this bastard.

After staining his hands with blood like that, he developed a taste for killing people.

The Butcher was a typical pleasure killer.

Even though he’s at the very bottom of the Top, he’s quite strong. He can’t be seen as just any ordinary person.

Just the fact that he’s risen to the Top means he’s not ordinary, and Park Sang-pyeon’s low evaluation isn’t because of his lack of power.

In other words, Park Sang-hyeon was a guy who lacked the charisma to rise to the Top.

If you’re a villain who can rise to the Top, how should I put it, each of them usually has something they pursue.

It’s ridiculous to demand such things from villains, but certainly, the villains in the Top are all those with extraordinary abilities that could be considered masters in their respective fields.

It’s just that the process of achieving that accomplishment, or the purpose they aim to achieve with that accomplishment, is something that would be considered terrible in the eyes of the public, so they’re defined as villains.

But Park Sang-pyeon is not like that.

Of course, he’s incredibly strong. He can tear dozens of humans to death in an instant.

But his ability is not special.

Compared to the ‘Puppeteer’ who can create moving dolls and commit all sorts of acts, the ‘Blood Magician Chu Ma-geol’ who created magic using blood as a medium, and ‘Cube’ who can fold anything he touches, Park Sang-pyeon’s strength is just monotonous.

He doesn’t have a talent that can surprise the public like ‘Gemini’ who carries the personalities of twins and freely uses two talents, or ‘Trickster’ who can cross spaces at will.

So, you know, Park Sang-pyeon is just…

“You know those characters, right? The weakest among the Four Heavenly Kings. Not popular, that kind of guy.”

“Is he as high as one of the Four Heavenly Kings?”

“Is that too much? Anyway, he’s that kind of guy. So boring and uninteresting that you only remember later, ‘Ah! There was such a guy there too.'”

The kind of guy who, before you know it, has quietly retired and no one cares.

Just a guy who occasionally appears, commits indiscriminate massacres, and disappears.

So he can’t help but be poorly evaluated.

Some people even tsk that he’s too primitive to fit in the Top.

But in other words, despite such poor evaluation, he’s ‘strong enough’ to rise to the Top in a way that no one can deny.

No matter how undervalued he is, he’s not someone shabby enough to be entangled with our Weltschmerz, who have just stepped into the villain world.

The reason the Butcher was seen as so ridiculous was that he had been quiet for three months without any activity.

I can roughly guess.

What Park Sang-pyeon had been bowing down for during those three months.

“He either obtained a new artifact or awakened a new talent.”

The changed crime scene is evidence of that.

“So we need to approach him differently from the existing him.”

“I think finding the Butcher should come first though.”

Han Seo-hyeon threw out a suggestion, but it wasn’t easy to find him as the search range was nationwide.

Finding information from a designated place is faster than anything, but it’s not easy to find one person in such a wide area.

Anyway, we’ll have to search for the Butcher’s location carefully.

“He’ll think he’s scored a point against us, so he probably won’t move right away. He’s probably scratching his belly while looking at the dark web.”

The dark web was in an uproar.

Of course, because we were the hottest topic on the dark web recently, and our name was involved in this incident.

Despite causing trouble at the auction and kidnapping children from the orphanage, we never revealed our full power.

We were smoke with an unknown substance.

People can’t help but want to know the substance that might be inside this smoke.

Are these guys just foam? Or are they real?

They seem amazing, but we don’t really know their abilities?

When they were already curious, a member of the Top comes out to settle the score directly.

Wow, my goodness. It would be so interesting even if I were just a spectator.

The problem is that I’m not a spectator, and I’m the substance hidden in that smoke.

Now that it’s come to this, I need to set the stage perfectly.

“Before that, I need to tell the Butcher something.”

“What?”

“That his method stinks.”

The Butcher wanted to kill more people than he had already killed. But we can’t let that happen.

“But we can’t let him kill more innocent people out of anger, so we need to send a clear message.”

There was just the right thing to do to point out how petty his actions were while preventing sparks from flying in the wrong direction.

* * *

I lay down on the hill and opened my mouth.

“Those guys over there are mercenaries. To be precise, mercenaries who have done some really trashy things.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who swallowed hard, asked me:

“W-what kind of things did they do?”

“Well, first they disguise themselves as a regular Gate raid team and join the conquest. When the comquest is almost over, they betray the people who were on the same team. Then they steal everything the raid team should have gotten and leave.”

It was a very common method, but an extremely dangerous one. In fact, it’s ranked second in the causes of raid team deaths, to the point where murders by such villains are listed. It’s also a problem that investigations are almost impossible because the cleared Gates disappear.

“Or they secretly enter Gates with no guards, wait for the raid team, and then ambush them.”

Whatever the case, killing the conquest team and stealing their spoils like that. That was the main source of income for the guild guys in front of us.

They’re disguised as a seemingly normal guild on the outside, but if you look inside, they’re completely a villain group.

Han Seo-hyeon also agreed to participate in this operation. To be precise, Han Seo-hyeon’s skeleton agreed to participate.

He should start getting some real experience too. I handed a dagger to the skeleton’s hand.

Kim Jae-ho had already infiltrated inside. Kim Jae-ho’s aptitude is assassination, and his talent is also hiding in shadows, so rather than fighting openly, it suits him best to burrow in secretly and aim for vital points in one go.

To be honest, if we let Kim Jae-ho sweep through that place freely, we wouldn’t even need to step in.

But today is the skeleton’s debut. At my signal, Han Seo-hyeon dismissed the skeleton and sent it to the corridor secured by Kim Jae-ho.

From then on, it was a one-sided massacre.

No matter what anyone says, these are two people I’ve trained. I didn’t raise them to be easily defeated by such riffraff.

Me? I just watched the two of them in action and checked for any deficiencies.

—Aren’t you taking it too easy?

‘Because we don’t need to fight here.’

Ah, there’s a gap just now.

I engraved in my mind the scolding I needed to give Han Seo-hyeon.
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Park Cheol-wan held his head at the news that followed.

“Crazy bastards.”

This time, Weltschmerz made a move. Those who rushed to the scene couldn’t easily speak due to the horrific sight.

This was a one-sided massacre.

“But you know, looking at the scene, there were a lot of strange things.”

Until the first news came in, Park Cheol-wan thought that once again, innocent people had died because of this incident. Well, that’s because the place reported as the crime scene was a small guild office.

When people think of guilds, they tend to imagine only successful ones, but there are far more modest ones operating like a kind of employment agency. Places that mediate necessary manpower as needed and take introduction fees, that kind of place.

When he heard that Weltschmerz had raided such a place, he thought those guys were just insignificant villains.

But here, when they investigated, there were many suspicious things.

Do Chae-hee, who had skimmed through the scattered materials, said with a hardened face:

“This was a villain’s den.”

Although it was operated under the guise of an ordinary guild, the materials and documents, and even the existence of an underground warehouse hidden from others.

Moreover, Weltschmerz had kindly informed the Awakener Crimes Department by opening up all the hidden spaces and laying out the spoils these people had hidden away.

Furthermore, upon closer inspection of the dead, they were all villains that the government had been chasing.

In an instant, this place became another crime scene.

Apart from the murder case committed by Weltschmerz, they had to find the crimes these people had been committing.

Park Cheol-wan, examining the names of the victims, unconsciously muttered:

“Still, these guys are better than the Butcher.”

Hearing Park Cheol-wan’s mutter, Do Chae-hee jumped up on the spot.

“This is worse. Because they’re acting like they’re something. It’s the same murder.”


“To say it’s the same murder, there’s still a difference in the target, isn’t there?”

“Besides, you saw the message left at the scene.”

At Do Chae-hee’s continued words, even Park Cheol-wan closed his mouth.

Like the Butcher who left a message for Weltschmerz at the scene, Weltschmerz also left a message for the Butcher.

[Ten wolves are better than a hundred rabbits.]

Unlike the Butcher, they didn’t specifically mention names, but everyone knew who had left this message.

As if that wasn’t enough, Weltschmerz even left their name on the chest of the guy who was the guild master of this place.

“These are guys who take human lives so lightly. You understand? There’s no better or worse here.”

Do Chae-hee’s words certainly had a point. There wasn’t even a hint of respect for life here.

But Park Cheol-wan didn’t read the situation as negatively as Do Chae-hee.

“If I were the Butcher, I’d be furious. And I’d think, no matter how many civilians I kill, I can’t match these guys.”

“Yes, and that’s the problem, because we can’t guess what that angry guy will do. What if he goes crazy and says, ‘Alright! I’ll offer even more valuable heads!’ and attacks the National Assembly or something?”

“Oh, that would be really troublesome.”

Do Chae-hee sighed at Park Cheol-wan’s expression, which seemed to finally grasp the seriousness.

“I just wish they’d meet and fight it out among themselves.”

“That would be best. Instead of killing innocent people like this.”

Worry settled on the faces of Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan.

“How much the media will make a fuss about this again.”

* * *

As the two had predicted, or rather, far more than they had predicted, this incident became a hot topic.


It was a murder case that came to light before the shock of the small village that had disappeared in a day could even fade. And a murder case that occurred as if playing a ‘game’.

The government came out strongly condemning this incident. It was natural. Because these villains were running wild like this.

The Awakener Crimes Department was also being cursed along with it.

They were asking what on earth the Awakener Crimes Department was doing for villains to be able to run wild so freely.

Just barely a month since its establishment, before a proper system could even be set up, criticism was pouring in.

As the head of the Awakener Crimes Department, Park Cheol-wan had to be dragged to press conferences at every turn.

It was called a press conference, but it was more like becoming a punching bag for the media. All he could say was ‘We’re sorry,’ ‘We’re doing our best,’ ‘We’ll look into it.’

“I’m dying here.”

Park Cheol-wan’s face, after suffering through such sessions for hours, looked quite battered even to Do Chae-hee.

“The Butcher is one thing, but I’m going crazy wondering what’s going on with those Weltschmerz bastards. They say there’s no information from Australia either.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee unconsciously clenched her fist. In fact, it was her doing to hide the entry records received from Australia. As long as Han Seo-hyeon’s photo was included in that, she had no intention of releasing those photos yet.

Do Chae-hee knew too.

That Han Seo-hyeon had crossed the line.

Traces of dark magic were found in this murder case. All the information was neatly coming together to help paint a picture of the villain called Weltschmerz.

As the government said, the Awakener Crimes Department wasn’t really incompetent. Dozens of villains are caught by the Awakener Crimes Department every day, and hundreds of cases are handled.

The problem is that there are too many awakeners who become villains with the thought that it’s better to be a ‘villain’ if they can’t become a proper ‘hunter’.

The more they clamored about awakeners being bad, the more villains increased. The more villains increased, the more the perception that awakeners are bad spread in society, and then awakeners who had nowhere to go eventually became villains.

Could this vicious cycle be broken?

There was too much work piled up to even think about such future-oriented thoughts.

This incident was a disaster that was beyond the Awakener Crimes Department’s control from the start.


The highest-ranked awakeners in the Awakener Crimes Department are Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan. Even Do Chae-hee has been half-banned from working in the field since becoming a ‘team leader’. The reason was a lack of responsible persons.

So it was impossible from the start for the Awakener Crimes Department, which only had mediocre B-rank awakeners gathered, to prevent crimes by villains estimated to be A-rank or higher.

All they could do was…

Just hope that incidents would occur within a manageable range.

At that moment, one of the team members ran to Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan.

“T-team leader!”

“What is it, if you’ve run like that without any decent news, I’ll kick your butt.”

At Park Cheol-wan’s sharp words, the young-faced team member swallowed his breath.

“Don’t scare our poor team member. Yes, Yong-won, what’s the matter?”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Kim Yong-won stuttered and opened his mouth.

“Uh, that! It seems Weltschmerz has sent a challenge to the Butcher’s side.”

Do Chae-hee’s eyes widened at the team member’s words.

“What did you say?”

“A challenge? It’s not the Middle Ages, why would they send such a thing?”

“An article appeared on the dark web.”

Of course, the Awakener Crimes Department was aware of the existence of the dark web.

They couldn’t break through places that required a certain level of authentication, but they could see all the places that ordinary villains could see.

It appeared on that dark web. What? A challenge.

Weltschmerz’s message was simple:

[There’s no need for us to dirty our hands.

If you want to challenge us, we’ll accept it.]

The moment they saw the place and time written below, they were dumbfounded.

The first thing that came to mind was the suspicion, ‘Is this real?’ It was natural. No one expected them to simply say ‘Let’s fight’ like this.

“Is this really Weltschmerz?”

At Park Cheol-wan’s question, Kim Yong-won stuttered and continued:

“Well… opinions are divided. It’s a post that came up on an account that hasn’t been officially verified yet.”

There were two types of accounts on the dark web.

The ‘basic’ account that anyone can sign up for and use (which is what the Awakener Crimes Department was using), and the ‘verified’ account that can only be used after receiving specific identity verification.

Needless to say, the verification process isn’t easy.

And this post was written with a basic account.

“Ah, what is this. Then there’s a high chance it’s fake.”

Park Cheol-wan said as if deflated.

“But it’s hard to see it as completely fake.”

“Why?”

“You know the crime scene yesterday? They posted photos from before the incident and right after the incident. Only the perpetrator could take such photos, right?”

It meant that although it wasn’t a verified account, it was as good as verified with photos.

“Then it’s real!”

Do Chae-hee wasn’t shaken by Park Cheol-wan’s voice. She had to keep her mind straight.

“Let’s dispatch to that location too.”

“What if it’s a trap?”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s a trap or not. Won’t all the villains, even the small fry, gather there?”

Even if they failed to catch Weltschmerz and the Butcher, if they could at least catch the other criminals gathered there, it would be a profitable venture.

Understanding what Do Chae-hee was saying, the new recruit Kim Yong-won immediately nodded and said:

“Yes!”

Unfortunately, Do Chae-hee wouldn’t be arresting any criminals there.

Because the Butcher had no intention of entering a stage set up by others.

* * *

“Things are turning out interestingly.”

Seol Rok-jin rolled his eyes while looking at the dark web.

Thanks to the two villains running wild, the situation was turning out better than ever. The crackdown on awakeners was being prepared step by step. The terrible things they were doing were very helpful.

It was also effective to make a fuss about not being able to trust the Awakener Crimes Department. This was the reason for turning the team that was a subordinate organization of the police into a department.

Awakeners are beings that cannot self-purify.

Thorough suppression is the only answer.

In the end, the Awakener Crimes Department is a failure.

It’s to give such a message.

The incidents that broke out now were very satisfactory for that purpose as well.

One thing that bothered him was these guys called Weltschmerz. No matter how much he searched, there was no information about them.

This couldn’t normally be the case.

Villains usually have a clumsy first attempt.

Weltschmerz wasn’t like that. They appeared suddenly as if they had fallen from the sky.

And what they committed was none other than the auction raid.

You can’t start as a master thief from the beginning. Just as the saying goes that a needle thief becomes a cow thief, villains are not only born but also made.

But Weltschmerz showed no starting point that villains usually have. As if someone had created them.

That’s what Seol Rok-jin is suspicious of.

Could someone have created this organization called Weltschmerz out of necessity?

If so, who’s behind it? It wasn’t too difficult to find the answer to that.

Only the top 5 guilds in Korea would have the capacity to create Weltschmerz.

The problem isn’t ‘who’, it’s ‘with what intention’ they created Weltschmerz.

If it had ended at the auction, the answer would be simple.

Just like Jin Yeon-hwa of Sirius tried to form her own team to divert mana stones, you could think that other guilds had plotted the same thing.

But it’s clearly strange that they went out of their way to destroy the human experimentation lab and divert the children there, and then go to Australia to contact Taika Cooper.

There must have been some kind of deal with Taika Cooper.

‘They made a deal with Taika Cooper while evading everyone’s eyes. The mana stone must be an expression of goodwill. I don’t know if the US government is involved, but the deal is certain.’

If all of this was a stage planned by someone, Seol Rok-jin needed to find out who set up this stage.

One experience of the chessboard being overturned is enough.

“If even the Top doesn’t know them, then the answer will be clear.”

Seol Rok-jin’s lines reached even the Top.

The individuals in the Top were far from the pure evil that the public thinks.

To live is to desire.

And villains are those who desire more than anyone.

And those who desire can never shake off Seol Rok-jin’s temptation.
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A convenience store in a secluded corner where people rarely come and go. The bell jingled.

“Welcome.”

Though he reflexively greeted like that, the part-time convenience store worker’s gaze was still fixed on the thick certification exam questions.

“You should greet people while looking at their face.”

Damn, another old fart. Thinking that, the part-timer raised his head, but his face soon hardened. Because the appearance of the person in front of him was unsettling.

To be honest, the man looked completely out of place in this civilized society. His half-naked body and face, and his unkempt hair were covered in something dark red, and in his hand was a sword emitting an ominous aura.

But one thing was certain.

That man somehow looked extremely dangerous.

“Uh…”

Before he could even finish his words, Park Sang-pyeon’s sword cut the part-timer in half. Not even a scream escaped from the mouth of the man who died instantly. The life of a young man who had been living diligently for the future was extinguished like that, but Park Sang-pyeon’s face showed no sign of guilt.

Looking around the convenience store, Park Sang-pyeon picked up a bread on display and tore open the package. After munching on a cream bun, he moved his steps and this time opened the beverage section. He carelessly throws away what he doesn’t finish eating.

The inside of the convenience store, which had been quite neatly arranged, became a mess in an instant.

Even as Park Sang-pyeon was causing this havoc, no one appeared.

Not even an alarm went off.

“What’s this.”

This deviates from Park Sang-pyeon’s plan.

He thought if he caused this much commotion, someone would appear and scream, then he’d kill that person too, and as people died and killed, rumors would spread that the Butcher had appeared. Then he thought that Weltschmerz guy would rush here too.

He deliberately chose a place with few people to make it good for fighting, but it’s a problem that there are too few people.

Well, if people don’t come, he’ll just have to draw them in.

Park Sang-pyeon, who left the convenience store, threw a car parked in the parking lot straight onto the highway.


Screech! A car that couldn’t avoid the suddenly flying car stopped abruptly, causing a chain collision.

In an instant, the peaceful road became a mess. Everyone was in a panic at this disaster that suddenly intruded into their lives.

At that moment, a yellow bus caught Park Sang-pyeon’s eye.

“This looks fun too.”

Park Sang-pyeon slowly walked towards it. They tried to quickly back up the car to avoid Park Sang-pyeon, but the yellow van was blocked by a car that had stopped behind it.

Stepping in front of the van, Park Sang-pyeon said:

“Hello, kiddies.”

* * *

The news that the Butcher had occupied a gas station and highway spread quickly across the country. With CCTV around and many survivors who escaped from the highway, the news reached the entire nation in just 30 minutes.

Helicopters were flying around, and all nearby military and police forces were heading there. But the problem was that there was no one who could deal with the Butcher.

The government said they would inform the guilds about the situation and ask for cooperation, but negotiations with guilds always took time.

Park Sang-pyeon didn’t pay much attention to the people gathering around him. He just responded by sending out sword energy if they approached too close.

It might not sound like much when you say sword energy, but it was an annihilating sword energy that burned the entire body the moment it hit.

Seeing a helicopter that approached too close explode in the air, the Ministry of National Defense hastily pulled back its forces.

They wanted to fire missiles at the scene, but they couldn’t respond like that because there might be hostages who couldn’t escape nearby.

And all this news reached me too.

Looking at the news flowing in real-time, I frowned.

“Hmm, this is different from what I expected.”

I thought he might ignore my invitation, but I didn’t think he’d do something like this. Did my attempt to reduce damage actually result in greater damage?

“Boss, I think that bastard was more hot-blooded than you thought.”


Han Seo-hyeon said that while watching my reaction and then asked:

“What are you going to do?”

“We have to go.”

“There?”

Han Seo-hyeon said to me in a disgusted voice.

“If we go there, it’ll be a real mess. You can see just from the news. How many forces are there now? Army, police, and they said they’re even getting help from nearby hunters.”

“If we don’t go, he’ll escape at the right time. And he’ll repeat such acts over and over again.”

And each time, civilian casualties will snowball.

“And do you see that yellow bus?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s face crumpled. Han Seo-hyeon knows what that is too.

Park Sang-pyeon had hostages. And those hostages are kindergarteners who were on their way to a field trip to a nearby amusement park.

The reason the military and police forces couldn’t move was because of those hostages. Whether he took hostages aiming for this or just brought them there incidentally, I don’t know, but innocent kindergarteners were captured by him.

“If we don’t go, those kids will die.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon clenched his fists.

“I know.”

“You saw that and still said we shouldn’t go?”

“Ugh! But, but if we go there and can’t come back…”

It’s not the mess I made, but someone made a mess so we have to clean it up.

—That’s a dirty metaphor.

‘It’s fine since it’s a metaphor for dealing with a dirty guy, isn’t it?’


It would have been nice if he had come quietly to the place we invited him to, but now that it’s come to this, we can’t refuse.

The problem is that the place where the Butcher is causing trouble is about 4 hours away by car from here.

Damn, and sadly, we don’t have any fast means of transportation.

If we run using mana, we could shorten the time, but we’d be exhausted before we even fight.

Even that, unlike me who has plenty of mana, Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon can’t move like that.

The problem is whether the Butcher’s temper will hold out for 4 hours.

But it seems a bit lame to say ‘On the way, wait 4 hours’ through the dark web.

Still, we can’t leave it like this.

“Seo-hyeon, we need to send a carrier pigeon.”

It’s time to send a letter to that ill-mannered guy.

* * *

The Butcher narrowed his eyes. He had already dealt with the trivial things flying around this area, so no one was approaching anymore. Well, it didn’t matter if they did. Each time, he’d just tear apart one of the kids he had stashed there and they wouldn’t come in anymore.

But Weltschmerz didn’t appear. Are they cowards?

“Fuck, how long do they want me to wait.”

Park Sang-pyeon’s patience was originally very short. Even holding out this long was a long time for him.

He wanted to end it here if possible. But Weltschmerz showed no sign of appearing, and the sniffling sounds from inside the yellow bus were irritating.

At that moment, a black crow appeared in front of him. Just as he was about to unconsciously cut the crow, something attached to the crow’s feet caught his eye.

The crow flew straight to Park Sang-pyeon.

Checking the letter attached to the crow’s leg, Park Sang-pyeon smirked. Because he quite liked the message contained in it.

[Wait.

We’ll gladly come to play on the stage you’ve overturned.

Surely you won’t run away afraid of the government’s dogs?]

Park Sang-pyeon smiled brightly.

“Good, come quickly.”

* * *

Upon hearing the news, Do Chae-hee immediately turned her car towards that place. Calling Park Cheol-wan, Do Chae-hee raised her voice:

“Gather all the personnel in the vicinity there.”

[All the forces that can gather are already gathering there. The problem is that there are hostages.]

The Butcher Park Sang-pyeon killed the driver who was in the school bus. But there was a child among the children who had a cell phone. The child called home crying and that news immediately reached the media.

[The hostages are still fine so far. So let’s try not to provoke the Butcher as much as possible.]

“The problem is that even if we don’t provoke him, everything will be over if Weltschmerz doesn’t show up here.”

What the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon wants is just one thing.

A showdown with Weltschmerz.

Looking at the Butcher who was looking beyond the highway as if waiting for something and then shooting sword energy into the air as if annoyed, it didn’t seem like that wasn’t the case.

“Will Weltschmerz come here?”

If they don’t come here, the lives of those hostages can’t be guaranteed. They would enter the moment the hostages die, but the people gathered here couldn’t catch the Butcher.

It means only the hostages will die and it will end.

[If it were me, I wouldn’t bother coming here. Weltschmerz already set a place and time and sent it to the Butcher, right? Coming here is like, they’ve already lost to the Butcher.]

Villains considered pride fights quite important among themselves.

Weltschmerz notifying the Butcher of the place was probably also a kind of pride fight. The Butcher didn’t accept that notification and set up this stage here.

It means they’re in the middle of a pride fight over setting the place and time.

“So you’re saying they won’t come.”

[We’ll have to wait and see for now. It would be nice if they came. Even if they don’t come, absolutely no early entry.]

The government’s response was already out. Observe the situation from as far away as possible.

As long as there are hostages, we shouldn’t approach rashly.

But they couldn’t even dream of a rescue operation. The Butcher’s abilities are sensitive. He, who has killed countless people, was better than anyone at detecting human presence.

Didn’t he just cut down the rescue team that was trying to sneak in to extract the hostages earlier?

Sending more rescue teams is just increasing sacrifices.

Absolutely no entry. Following that order, the Awakener Crimes Department was on standby 2km away from the scene.

Do Chae-hee, who arrived at the scene, frowned.

“I said control the personnel.”

Because people were packed tightly at the personnel control line.

“Traffic control from here! Turn back.”

“Go to another place. Hey! You can’t come up to here.”

Even when the police personnel said that, there were quite a few people who didn’t listen.

“My child is in there!”

“What are the police doing!”

It seemed like even a marketplace would be quieter than this. There were many people who got tangled up trying to cover this story.

That’s not all. Even now, there were quite a few vehicles entering towards this place.

Do Chae-hee’s eyes crinkled as she saw a yellow van pushing through the control line.

“What’s that bus now?”

Well, didn’t they say there’s an amusement park nearby? It was lamentable that there was a kindergarten bus heading to the amusement park even in this chaos.

Just as Do Chae-hee was about to pick up the radio to talk about the bus-

Suddenly, the movement of the bus became suspicious. Unlike other cars that were gradually slowing down, the yellow bus was getting faster.

Do Chae-hee’s pupils shook.

‘Come to think of it, that bus…’

Isn’t the tinting too dark for a bus carrying children?

“Wait!”

Just as Do Chae-hee, feeling uneasy, pushed through the crowd of people and raised her voice.

The yellow bus was already speeding at full speed. People around the entrance were pushed away from the roadside as if bounced by someone.

The end of the last personnel control line. The barricade.

Surely they can’t cross the barricade.

But as if mocking Do Chae-hee’s thoughts, the yellow van rammed straight into the barricade.

And broke through.

“Whoa.”

And then it sped away like an arrow.

Towards where the Butcher was.
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The van that passed through the barricade stopped in the middle of the highway. I created a hazy fog around to obscure the view.

While I was drawing attention, Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon hid in the darkness. This area is all forest. It was useful for hiding.

I slowly moved my steps.

Cars strewn across the highway caught my eye. And the people dead there too. I roughly ‘tracked’ with mana to see if there were any survivors, but no one was caught.

Everyone was dead.

Except for the small school bus behind Park Sang-pyeon.

“You’ve finally come.”

I answered Park Sang-pyeon’s words:

“When called, I must come.”

With hostages taken too, I couldn’t not come. As soon as my answer ended, a sword came flying.

I took out a dagger from my thigh and blocked his sword.

“Ugh!”

Incredible strength. My body was instantly pushed back. If I hadn’t reinforced my muscles with mana at that moment, I would have been cut.

The sword stopped right in front of my nose. At that moment, his sword flickered. The mana that flickered from his sword as if alive swirled towards my face.

Feeling ominous, I twisted my wrist to deflect his sword and immediately widened the distance.

Ray recognized that mana and warned me.

—Be careful. That mana is extremely dangerous! Even if it just grazes you, it won’t stop until it burns your entire body.

‘Even if it just grazes?’

—Yes! It’s a terribly vicious energy. I don’t know why such a guy is holding something like that.

Only then did I recall an incident I had buried in my memories.


But the thought couldn’t continue for long. Demonic energy came flying.

I quickly pulled my body back to avoid the demonic energy.

“You dodge well.”

Rushing in right after just greeting, your manners are really terrible. It’s funny to expect manners from such a villain, though.

Having barely caught my breath, I carefully examined the dark red sword he was holding. It certainly didn’t look like an ordinary artifact.

The Butcher and the sword seemed almost fused as one. Ominous mana was tightly binding the two together.

Until I completely subdue the Butcher, I won’t be able to take that sword. As long as I can’t take the sword, I’ll have to keep clashing with that troublesome demonic energy.

‘Is there no method to break it?’

Right now I’m just keeping my distance, but I can’t catch him by just keeping distance.

—I think you could scatter its composition with overwhelming mana.

‘You mean just pour out mana and shake it off?’

—Yes. Like pouring sand on a burning fire to extinguish it!

Damn, the more I clash, the more disadvantageous it is.

“Your welcome greeting is rough.”

“Neither you nor I came here to chat. And I’ve already waited long enough.”

“I’m sorry about that.”

Even though I stepped on it as much as possible, it still took 3 hours.

“You should have accepted my invitation. Then you wouldn’t have had to wait.”

At my words, Park Sang-pyeon gritted his teeth. He seems to think I touched his pride.

“Isn’t this kind of invitation much better than that ridiculous invitation?”


I looked around. As if struck by disaster, the surrounding scenery was a mess. The convenience store next to the blood-soaked gas station, the road broken, shattered, and burning everywhere.

“It’s crude.”

“Crude?”

“Yes, crude.”

That’s all I could say.

The place I had written on the invitation was an empty lot with nothing around. At least there was no chance for unnecessary damage to occur like this.

At that moment, Park Sang-pyeon’s demonic energy flew towards the school bus. I quickly pulled out an ice spear and deflected that mana.

“What are you doing?”

“The fish has been caught, so the bait is no longer needed.”

—Crazy bastard.

I agree.

“You. You unnecessarily care about such things. The invitation too, you. Are you trembling afraid that civilians might get hurt? If you’re a villain, act like one.”

At those words, I let out a hollow laugh. Act like a villain, he says.

“Even among villains, not all are the same.”

I looked Park Sang-pyeon up and down.

“Seeing low-level guys like you makes me sick.”

I’m serious.

“Guys who act like they’re something while trampling on those weaker than them. That’s why you’re trying to trample me too. Because you think I’m weaker than you.”

I smiled. My smile wouldn’t be visible behind my mask anyway, but I whispered to him in a voice full of laughter.

“Do you really think I’m weaker than you?”


At my words, the composure that had been flowing on Park Sang-pyeon’s face disappeared. I quickly checked the potion bottles attached to my waist. Five bottles filled with mana stone powder.

The method Ray told me to break that ominous demonic energy is to scatter it with overwhelming mana before it burns my body.

As long as I have these potion bottles, I can engage in quite a battle of attrition.

So dealing with that Butcher is my job.

“Jae-ho and Seo-hyeon, move the children to a safe place when you get the chance.”

I whispered to the two who would be hiding in the bushes, holding their breath. The answer came immediately.

[Understood!]

[Okay.]

The performance of the radio was certain. I was worried because the distance was quite far, but it seems even their breathing is heard clearly.

Paying attention to Park Sang-pyeon’s movements, I said:

“No matter what happens, never confront the Butcher head-on. If you receive his mana head-on, you’ll turn to ashes.”

[What? That’s a big problem, isn’t it?]

Before I could answer Han Seo-hyeon, a huge sword rushed towards me.

—Oh no!

I leaned back.

“Ugh.”

The sword burning with dark red fire passed over my head. Dark red demonic energy clung to my body, but as Ray advised, I drew up mana and scattered it.

“How did you extinguish this fire?”

Park Sang-pyeon’s eyes widened.

The space where his mana had grazed flickered as if scorched by fire. A fire that greedily flickers even with nothing to burn. Everything touched by that fire would burn until death.

“Did you think you’d be invincible just because you got something like that?”

—You’re pretending to be calm. 10% of your mana disappeared just to extinguish that small fire.

As Ray said, that fire is no ordinary fire. 10% just to extinguish a tiny spark.

If I engage in close combat, I’ll definitely lose. As expected of someone who has risen to the Top. He didn’t come this far with mediocre skills.

I drew up mana and created two ice spears in the air. The ice spears immediately flew towards Park Sang-pyeon.

Thud, thud!

It would have been nice if they had hit, but Park Sang-pyeon easily avoided the spears. The ice spears that failed to hit Park Sang-pyeon split the asphalt and stuck in. But in that gap, small ice balls fly towards him again.

Park Sang-pyeon deflected the ice balls flying towards his body with his sword.

—This will never end!

After that, I sent various attacks made of water attribute, but there was no effect. Water wasn’t such a destructive attribute to begin with.

But the ground was getting wet due to the water attribute magic I had thrown.

—Are you thinking of using lightning?

‘If it’s urgent.’

There are many eyes watching this place now. I poured water at the auction wearing this mask. Naturally, people thought I was an awakener with water-related talent.

Ice can somehow be overlooked. In fact, among those with water attribute talents, there are many cases where they transform the water itself to create snow or ice.

But ‘lightning’ is different.

That’s clearly a different talent from water.

‘People with complex talents are rare.’

There are some awakeners known to have complex talents, but they can be counted on less than ten fingers worldwide.

What if I were to use lightning here?

‘Not just Korea, but the whole world might focus on me.’

Of course, I plan to reveal all my talents someday. Certainly, complex talents are rare enough to be perfect for attracting everyone’s attention.

But not now.

Even now, this mess happened because I received more attention than I deserved.

So for now, laying low is the right answer.

It’s only been about four months since the organization called Weltschmerz appeared, and all this happened.

‘So I’ll save it as much as possible.’

—Somehow it feels like you’re setting up a future plot.

I’m serious. I won’t use lightning if I can help it. But just in case, I’m making the surroundings wet.

I was planning to use lightning immediately if Kim Jae-ho or Han Seo-hyeon became in danger.

I drew up the mana from my bracelet.

“Ugh.”

Output 35%. Was it too much? My head rang even though I only exceeded my maximum output by 5%.

Ten ice spears as big as a human torso. Let’s see if you can dodge this.

I threw the ice spears towards Park Sang-pyeon. Throwing the ice spears wasn’t the end. As I threw the ice spears, I moved the ground.

Park Sang-pyeon stopped in his place.

“Fuck, what’s this now.”

Ten ice spears flew towards Park Sang-pyeon as he cursed, looking at the ground that had caught his legs.

He struck down the ice spears flying towards him from that spot. Huk huk, I could see the dark red mana bursting.

Now’s the time.

My mana was already at the bottom from keeping him in check. I quickly poured the mana powder I had stored in the potion bottle into my bracelet.

Good, now there are four potion bottles left.

“Aaaah!”

Park Sang-pyeon’s gaze, having succeeded in striking down all the ice spears, turned back to me.

“To use such petty tricks.”

For someone saying that, he has quite a few scratches on his body. Park Sang-pyeon’s gaze was completely focused on me. After exploding mana by twisting his sword into the ground, Park Sang-pyeon immediately headed towards me.

“Alright.”

I’ve just fully charged my mana.

I drew up mana to meet Park Sang-pyeon rushing towards me.

I create ice and throw it at Park Sang-pyeon, and he strikes it down. If he gets too close, I pull out my body using mana, and then use mana to push him back again.

It was a tedious war of attrition.

Meanwhile, Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon approached the school bus and diverted the children. The children screamed in surprise at Kim Jae-ho who suddenly invaded the school bus, but soon realized he had come to help them and obediently let themselves be held.

Han Seo-hyeon, who was physically weak, sent the skeleton instead.

“Kyaaak!”

I barely held back laughter when I turned my gaze at the scream coming from inside the school bus. The face of the child coming out in the skeleton’s arms was pale.

One way or another, it’s still a rescue.

“You’re doing such cute things!”

The Butcher realized it too, but he couldn’t turn his gaze towards the school bus.

“Here comes a big one.”

Park Sang-pyeon’s face crumpled as he saw the ten ice spears floating above my head.

“Again, fuck.”
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—This will never end at this rate.

‘I know, right?’

The battle of restraining and keeping Park Sang-pyeon in check with ice spears and then pulling back was certainly effective in consuming Park Sang-pyeon’s mana, but I couldn’t land a direct hit.

Thanks to constantly harassing Park Sang-pyeon, we succeeded in rescuing all the children in the school bus, but the problem was that Park Sang-pyeon showed no signs of fatigue.

—He is getting tired. The problem is that sword. It keeps circulating mana. Until now, he’s been holding out with his own mana, but soon he’ll start sucking out his life force to use.

An artifact that even uses the owner’s life force.

‘Isn’t that basically a demonic sword?’

—It’s certainly not a normal artifact.

I once again gifted Park Sang-pyeon, who was rushing towards me, with a giant ice awl. Thanks to wetting the ground, I could create ice from the ground.

Next was a giant ice prison.

I had used a total of three mana potion bottles while dealing with Park Sang-pyeon.

I needed to charge mana one more time.

Just as I was pouring the mana powder from the potion bottle into my mana bracelet-

As they say, a long tail gets stepped on.

“What’s that?”

Park Sang-pyeon’s eyes shining through the ice prison. Startled, my hand trembled and I almost dropped the potion bottle.

I succeeded in charging mana while binding Park Sang-pyeon, but I was clearly seen doing it.

“So that’s it. I thought it was strange. No matter how much we fought, your mana was always fresh.”

“Haha, you caught me.”

I tried to maintain a calm expression.


Having discovered the secret of this war of attrition, Park Sang-pyeon didn’t seem to have any intention of staying still.

Park Sang-pyeon, who had kicked off the ground, clung close to my body. He’s trying to engage in close combat. I desperately tried to shake him off, but it wasn’t easy.

He came rushing, not caring about anything flying towards his body. He didn’t seem to care whether his body got scratched or frozen.

In this situation, he intends to finish me off in one go, even if it means sacrificing his body’s safety.

There are various ways to block his attacks, but I don’t have a good way to push back someone rushing in recklessly right now.

‘Should I call lightning? No, he’d still break through. A wall of earth, damn, but I’d need to touch the ground for that.’

At that moment, my body tilted. I must have missed a piece of asphalt sticking out behind.

‘Damn.’

Park Sang-pyeon had already come close to me.

A black shadow slipped between me and Park Sang-pyeon.

“Kim Jae-ho!”

Kim Jae-ho clashed swords with him. Seeing the black mana trying to cling to Kim Jae-ho, I pushed Kim Jae-ho away with wind.

“Ugh!”

Kim Jae-ho, pushed back, glared at me, but there was no time. I stuck an ice spear into the sword reaching towards Kim Jae-ho. Park Sang-pyeon’s body, pushed by the ice spear, was flung far away.

“I told you. Don’t confront him head-on.”

Kim Jae-ho bared his teeth and growled.

“Aim for his back.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho’s body disappeared as if it had collapsed. It was an amazing movement. I took out the dagger I had attached to my thigh again. Alright, we’re going for hand-to-hand combat. This is my main specialty anyway.

Over there, a bloodied Park Sang-pyeon was getting up and walking towards me. He’s really a persistent bastard.

“Why doesn’t anything work on you?”


Muttering that, he raised his sword again. Unlike before, flames rose almost as if they would swallow himself.

—His mana. It’s definitely weakened.

It looks incredibly strong on the outside, but Ray is right. As the mana he’s actually holding is weakening, it’s a strategy to at least increase its size.

It means the war of attrition so far has been meaningful.

The problem is that I have to clash with that.

Park Sang-pyeon’s body, having kicked off the ground, rushes straight towards me. I was planning to face him with my dagger, but with the flames around the sword so large, it’s impossible with just a dagger. I immediately stuck the dagger in and raised ice spears again.

I feel like I’ve made so many ice spears today that they’re automatically outputting without even thinking about the shape.

Bang, boom.

But Park Sang-pyeon, who had become faster, easily avoided all my ice spears. I tried moving the ground to catch his feet, but he quickly moved his body before the ground could move.

The ice awls shattered as soon as they were created.

I can’t let him get close.

I floated my body into the air, but this wasn’t a good move either. I wasn’t the only one who could kick off the ground and soar into the air.

A terrible smile spread across Park Sang-pyeon’s face as he followed me.

“Die!”

At that moment, dark magic energy rippled in the space in front of me. Han Seo-hyeon’s skeleton, summoned in the air, blocked in front of my body. In an instant, dark red mana transferred and stuck to the skeleton’s body. The mana began to burn the bones themselves.

“Ugh!”

Perhaps from the shock of the skeleton being recalled, Han Seo-hyeon’s scream was heard from the bushes.

There’s no time to ask if he’s okay.

I can’t waste the time Han Seo-hyeon bought on the ground. I gritted my teeth and gathered blue lightning at my fingertips. This much shouldn’t be noticeable from a distance. And I shot that lightning straight into Park Sang-pyeon’s body.

“Aaaagh!”


Unable to withstand the shock of his body being seared, Park Sang-pyeon’s body crashed straight to the ground.

“Haa, haa.”

I sighed as I slowly lowered my body using wind. Despite his entire body being burned and crushed, Park Sang-pyeon slowly got up.

“Huk, huk.”

Of course, he wasn’t fine. His body was half-cooked, with bleeding wounds. It was enough to make you frown just looking at it. Moreover, Park Sang-pyeon’s body had started drying up rapidly.

It’s not for nothing that sword is called a demonic sword. The sword had already started draining even the life force making up Park Sang-pyeon’s body.

Though he himself seemed unaware of it.

“Die.”

That’s why he’s spouting such nonsense. At that moment, a sword flickered behind Park Sang-pyeon.

“Argh!”

Kim Jae-ho, who had aimed for Park Sang-pyeon’s back, split his back with his sword. When Park Sang-pyeon turned around, there was already no one there. Kim Jae-ho had instantly moved away again.

And I dug into that gap.

An ice awl that shot up from the ground pierced Park Sang-pyeon’s side.

Like a frog skewered by a shrike, Park Sang-pyeon was pinned to the ground like that. Is this the end?

As if mocking my momentary thought, Park Sang-pyeon tore out the ice awl that had pierced his side with his own hands.

“Huk, huk.”

Blood that Park Sang-pyeon shed dripped onto the ground.

The light in Park Sang-pyeon’s eyes was gradually fading.

If we buy just a little more time like this, Park Sang-pyeon will self-destruct.

But that doesn’t make for a pretty ‘picture’.

I looked up at the sky.

More precisely, I thought of the numerous eyes that would be watching us from beyond that sky.

“Jae-ho, buy me some time for a moment.”

I said that and pulled back.

Naturally, Kim Jae-ho filled my place.

After tearing out his side, almost no mana rose from Park Sang-pyeon’s sword. In that state, he should certainly be able to buy time.

And…

Hound, which sprang out from Park Sang-pyeon’s side, bit into his thigh. Han Seo-hyeon smiled at me while wiping the blood flowing from his mouth.

He must have been exhausted from being recalled, but he’s tough.

“Aaaagh!”

I wasn’t idle either.

While buying time like this, I drew out mana. Output 45%. Ugh, it was definitely too much. The mana circuit heated up as if it would burst. The number of ice spears I called forth like that was twenty.

He shouldn’t have the strength left to strike these ice spears down.

The giant ice spears rushed towards Park Sang-pyeon.

Hound aiming for him from behind his legs, Kim Jae-ho in front of him, and my ice spears.

There should be no way out for him.

“Ha.”

Park Sang-pyeon, sensing death, looked at me and muttered a curse.

“I’m fucked.”

And bang, the ice spears rushed towards him.

Crack.

The ice spears pierced Park Sang-pyeon’s body and Kim Jae-ho’s sword stabbed his side. Hound didn’t let go of his leg until all the attacks hit.

A perfect combined attack.

It was Park Sang-pyeon’s end.

No, I thought it was the end. Park Sang-pyeon, looking at me, gritted his teeth. At that moment, an indescribable ominous feeling brushed my body.

—Th-th-that crazy bastard!

He stabbed his own heart with his sword. And at the same time, mana incomparably stronger than before began to spew from his body.

And everything started to burn.

No, I unconsciously muttered like that.

“Everyone get away!”

I shouted, but those two didn’t budge at my words. I had no choice but to call the wind to push them away from here. As ice fragments burst, the surroundings were tinged with haze.

Dark red flames and hazily scattering ice fragments obscured the view.

I need to kill Park Sang-pyeon in one go.

If even a single speck of the flames here touches the surroundings, this place will become a hell of fire.

The only way to remove that mana spread here is to overwhelm it with overwhelming mana.

How strong will that bastard’s mana be, at the cost of the Butcher, Park Sang-pyeon’s last life?

“This doesn’t look good.”

“Boss!”

Han Seo-hyeon called me from far away. For him to call me like that in a place full of people, he must have guessed I was about to do something crazy.

I pushed Han Seo-hyeon away with wind once again.

“You need to be in a safe place to come rescue me.”

I whispered softly into the radio. As if understanding my words, Han Seo-hyeon stopped in his place. So did Kim Jae-ho.

I drew up mana. The mana stone powder inside the bracelet began to vibrate frantically according to my will. The mana dissolved in the mana stone powder melts out in an instant and flows into my body.

“Ugh!”

—At this rate, you’ll die!

The mana circuit, accepting excessive mana, shook as if it would tear.

All the bones in my body misaligned, and my skin heated up. Even my hair tips were curling from the excessive heat.

But I endured.

I poured mana into the mana circuit.

It’s just a single mana circuit. Powerful techniques are impossible. Just, it’s about quantity over quality.

A single-stroke lightning.

Lightning gathered at my fingertips, and storm clouds roared. Even through the fog, static electricity began to spark. The dark red demonic energy surrounding us slowly began to vaporize, unable to withstand the heat of pure lightning.

And when my mana dominated everything around, I flicked my finger to complete the mana circuit.

What I sprinkled was a very simple single-stroke lightning. But as the lightning overlapped and overlapped, the single-stroke lightning I sprinkled had become a massive electrical storm.

Lightning connected to lightning, and began to spread rapidly around.

The mana that passed through my body began to explode this area.

Flash.

For a moment, a light so strong burst that it felt like the world had split in two.

And at the same time, my consciousness began to blur.
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It was an incredible lightning bolt.

The whole world flashed. When the light that had tinged the entire world white disappeared, all electronic devices in the vicinity momentarily went dead.

The helicopters in the air swayed greatly from side to side. Some managed to make emergency landings, but others crashed.

“Aaaah!”

As the debris scattered around, the spectators who had gathered around screamed.

It was chaos.

Do Chae-hee ducked to avoid the explosion. When she finally came to her senses and turned her gaze back to the scene, they had already left.

“What!”

While Do Chae-hee raised her head and scanned the surroundings with her eagle eyes, the spectators around began to chatter noisily.

“What was that lightning?”

“Wasn’t Weltschmerz’s leader a water user? Is it someone else?”

“It might be!”

“But you know. To summon lightning of that level…”

“Doesn’t it have to be at least 7-Circle?”

At someone’s murmur, everyone closed their mouths with a ‘hup’. Silence fell in an instant.

Do Chae-hee also momentarily held her breath.

“Huh.”

Certainly, she had been so preoccupied with the thought that Weltschmerz had disappeared that she hadn’t considered it, but not just anyone could summon lightning of that level.

The moment ice spears pierced the Butcher’s body and his head rolled on the ground, the fog that spread out.

And before that fog disappeared, the tremendous lightning that struck the scene.


Lightning, huh.

Weltschmerz’s leader’s ability wasn’t lightning. Wasn’t he clearly a water ability user?

Han Seo-hyeon, and the big guy she thought was physical-type…

Among the three at the scene, who on earth used this lightning?

Her mind was in turmoil.

But she couldn’t just stand there dazed. Do Chae-hee, coming to her senses, shouted into the radio.

“Recover the Butcher’s corpse and immediately pursue Weltschmerz.”

[A-are you planning to track them?]

“Are you saying we should just sit here with our hands tied? Search the mountain behind us first!”

[Yes!]

Although she sent out a tracking team, Do Chae-hee didn’t really think they could catch Weltschmerz. Honestly, it would be better not to encounter them.

The tracking team wouldn’t even be a mouthful for those who had taken down even the Butcher.

“If you find them, absolutely do not approach closely!”

Do Chae-hee, adding one more word out of worry, hurriedly jumped over the crowd of people and ran to the scene. A stench of blood mixed with something burnt permeated the scene.

Do Chae-hee, covering her nose and mouth with her forearm, glared at the scene.

Weltschmerz, who had been here just moments ago, had disappeared without a trace.

‘They were right here.’

It had been two months since she had encountered their substance after the auction. It was only two months, but in that time, Weltschmerz’s status had changed dramatically.

Who would have thought they would actually take down the Butcher.

Seeing the Butcher’s corpse, Do Chae-hee tightly closed her eyes. The state of the corpse was truly horrific. Ice spears stuck all over, the head blown off far away. The hideous corpse, burned by lightning, was too terrible to look at with open eyes.


She wanted to go to the mountain behind and search for Weltschmerz, but she had a duty to clean up this scene.

“Is the scene cleanup team late?”

[Well, they say they’re coming soon! They’re almost here but there’s some traffic in front…]

“And ask for cooperation from the filming teams that were at the scene, tell them to give us anything they filmed. Anything that captured the battle between Weltschmerz and the Butcher.”

The confrontation between Weltschmerz and the Butcher was broadcast almost in real-time to the public. Of course, they couldn’t get very close due to the ice spears and dark red mana flying around, but it was a spectacular battle that was enjoyable to watch even from afar.

Dark red demonic energy and ice spears constantly striking the ground. And the lightning that struck at the end.

Has there ever been a time when so much information related to Weltschmerz was spread to the world as in this battle? Weltschmerz had always hidden their strength until now. Of course, it doesn’t seem like they showed their full power this time either, but it was important that the whole process was filmed.

If we properly analyze that video footage, we should be able to find out about Weltschmerz, who had been veiled until now.

At that moment, an ominous sound reached Do Chae-hee’s ears.

“Aaah! All the data has been burned!”

“The footage is gone? What, what! Mine too!”

At those words, Do Chae-hee immediately headed to where the cameramen had been. All the footage is gone?

“Hey you, no, wait, you’re…”

“What do you mean the data is gone?”

“Well, you see. Because of the last lightning, all the devices went dead, so we thought…”

They say all the data stored in the information recording devices has been lost.

“It seems the lightning from earlier had some kind of EMP effect.”

Well, it was lightning that generated electromagnetic force strong enough to even crash the helicopters flying around.

It might have been fine if it was analog, but analog recording devices have long been extinct, so the chance of getting that footage here was zero.

“The, the live broadcast should be fine, right? Someone somewhere must have recorded it!”


At Do Chae-hee’s words, someone said:

“But the live broadcast footage is extremely degraded in quality due to contamination by the mana gathered around.”

“I-is that so?”

But that seemed to be all. Do Chae-hee left orders for her team members to secure the live footage.

In the end, that was all they got that day.

The Awakener Crimes Division that rushed to the scene but ultimately let the villains escape. The Awakener Crimes Division that lets villains escape right before their eyes. News with headlines like that would probably flow out this evening.

Thinking about the criticism that would pour down on her, her shoulders felt heavy.

But she couldn’t stay deflated by the criticism.

“I have to catch them.”

Do Chae-hee holed up in her office with materials she had gathered from various places. And she began her analysis.

The one who mainly faced the Butcher was Weltschmerz’s leader.

She didn’t know why he brought three people but mainly fought alone. Park Cheol-wan said it was ‘because of pride’, but it seems he received help at crucial moments.

Anyway, the one who mainly faced the Butcher this time was Weltschmerz’s leader, Mask. The alias he used in Australia was ‘Lee Seung-joon’.

The main technique he showed in this battle was ice spears.

Everyone saw him pulling out dozens of ice spears and handling them freely. Although water alone lacks destructive power, so it made sense to fight by pulling out ice spears, the speed at which he pulled out the ice spears was ridiculous.

If the attribute is ‘water’, it should take time to freeze that water and then shape it into a spear.

The spears Weltschmerz summoned appeared already frozen from the start. How high must his attribute affinity be to be able to transform it so instantly?

Judging by the quality and quantity of mana he moved, he’s estimated to be at least 6-Circle, and although it’s a hasty judgment, she should even consider 7-Circle.

8-Circle… probably not, right? 8-Circle. There’s no way he could be on the same level as those monsters, of which there are only three in Korea, or only two if we’re talking about active ones.

And the two people who appeared at the scene, or should she say one person and one skeleton.

Weltschmerz’s big guy was a face she had seen in Australia too. The alias he used then was ‘Choi Se-jin’. The difference was that unlike then, this time he had cut off all his long hair that had covered his face.

This time, he carried the children in his arms. The children’s parents were witnesses. If they ask for their cooperation, they should be able to get a composite sketch soon.

Do Chae-hee thought this man was probably the awakener who had blown people’s heads off with his fists at the laboratory.

Back then it was fists, but this time it was a sword. Was this guy the main culprit in the guild raid incident last time?

And lastly.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had used the alias ‘Oh Hye-seong’.

Han Seo-hyeon’s appearance was barely captured at this scene.

Han Seo-hyeon’s talent is that of a necromancer who raises the dead.

The skeleton that appeared when rescuing the hostages, and the beast that bit the Butcher’s hind legs at the end.

‘It’s definitely Han Seo-hyeon.’

Do Chae-hee closed her eyes.

Among these, who used the lightning that caught people’s attention at the end?

The leader with water talent?

The fist who only showed physical abilities and didn’t use any abilities?

Or…

No, it can’t be Han Seo-hyeon.

Although it’s not certain who used it, it was powerful enough to be called 7-Circle without being strange.

If they had used that power earlier, they could have taken down the Butcher much faster.

‘They hid their strength.’

Everyone thought so.

That they deliberately took time despite having the power to finish off the Butcher from the start.

There were various opinions about the reason, but it wasn’t seen as unrelated to Weltschmerz rescuing the young children at the scene.

So they say the reason Weltschmerz took time was to get enough time to properly rescue the hostages.

‘That’s not even funny.’

A villain is a villain.

Rescuing the hostages was certainly a grateful act, but Weltschmerz were murderers who had killed many people so far.

They just didn’t harm children. No, actually, even that wasn’t certain.

Because the whereabouts of the ten children who disappeared from the laboratory were still unknown.

“Bastards.”

Do Chae-hee still thinks of Weltschmerz as terrible villains.

She was disgusted by their appearance of ‘I’m different, I’m a good villain unlike those guys’.

Because even with that level of ability, in the end, what they did were crimes like theft, murder, kidnapping, abduction. This is just what’s been revealed, how many more hidden crimes might there be?

Knock knock.

At the knocking sound from outside, Do Chae-hee raised her voice.

“Come in.”

“I thought you’d be like this.”

The one who opened the door and came in was Park Cheol-wan with a haggard face. He must have been thoroughly chewed out again today. Do Chae-hee greeted him with a bitter smile. Park Cheol-wan said as he plopped down on the sofa:

“It’s a shame, we could have caught all those bastards. Don’t you think?”

“How could we have caught them? I heard all the hunter support requests were rejected by the higher-ups.”

“Yeah. They say it would lower the prestige if we borrowed the hands of guilds, which are no different from private companies, when we have our government.”

“Who did they say was coming?”

“That friend, Jeong Ho-san from the Crimson Hound Guild…”

Do Chae-hee showed a surprised expression at the name she hadn’t heard in a long time.

“I thought you would remember. I also thought the name sounded familiar and looked it up later. He was a person of interest in the Kang Yi-sin case, right?”

“Yes. And he said something like that before too. That if there was anything he could help with regarding his friend’s investigation, he would help anytime.”

“Ah, such a righteous character. Come to think of it, that Kang Yi-sin guy…”

“I don’t even know where he’s holed up.”

There wasn’t even the usual life reaction that humans would have.

“At this point, I think we should just assume he’s left Korea.”

“Yeah. Tsk.”

She had completely forgotten about it, being so focused on Weltschmerz. Park Cheol-wan, reading Do Chae-hee’s expression, quickly added:

“There are guys causing enough trouble to fill your head these days. It’s natural if it’s natural.”

“Hmm.”

“Ah, right. It seems the higher-ups have decided to take Weltschmerz a bit more seriously now. Because their leader might be a complex talent holder.”

“Is it really complex talent?”

“It might not be, but if it is complex talent, it’s certainly troublesome, so they’re saying we should prepare in advance.”

He has a water attribute ability that should be at least 6-Circle, and on top of that, a lightning ability estimated to be at least 7-Circle.

If this is true, it means an awakener that could turn Korea upside down has appeared.

But what if it’s a villain?

Curses came out involuntarily.

Park Cheol-wan asked Do Chae-hee, who was frowning like that:

“By the way, how long are you planning to keep it a secret?”

“What?”

“Han Seo-hyeon.”

At that name, Do Chae-hee’s heart sank.

“You knew?”

“Yeah. I was hoping you would reveal it yourself, but you didn’t say anything. But you know, right? It’s become impossible to hide him now.”

The skeleton that appeared in front of everyone. Even though he acted to rescue hostages, he was still a member of Weltschmerz.

Do Chae-hee nodded.

And so, the Awakener Crimes Department decided to publicly issue a wanted notice for ‘Han Seo-hyeon’.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 85

				
I opened my eyes. It felt like someone had thrown me into boiling water. My senses were blurred, and my whole body felt burning hot. When I slightly opened my eyes, what I saw was a cave. Not as large and impressive as the cave where our base is, but just a narrow cave where a bear or some wild animal might live.

Kim Jae-ho was blocking the entrance of the cave, glaring outside.

And beside me, Han Seo-hyeon was examining my body while sniffling.

“You’re crazy, really, really…”

I slowly opened my mouth.

“Ugh…”

I tried to speak, but no words came out, as if my vocal cords were stuck together.

—Stop!

Ray’s scolding poured out immediately.

—Do you know how serious your body’s condition is! Don’t carelessly spit out words. You’ve barely recovered your airway.

At the same time, Han Seo-hyeon’s voice was heard.

“Are, are you conscious?”

I blinked my eyes to indicate yes. Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with a face that seemed about to cry.

“Do you know what state you’re in right now?”

I don’t know. As I answered with my eyes, I lowered my gaze. Han Seo-hyeon’s hand was touching my wrist.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had carefully removed my severely burned and broken bracelet, bit his lip hard. The bracelet removed by Han Seo-hyeon’s hand was burned black. It’s clearly beyond repair just by looking at it.

—Is this the time to worry about that damn bracelet! Look at your arm.

Only then did I look at my arm. Or should I say, what used to be my arm.

I should have guessed from seeing the bracelet in that state, but my arm had long since turned completely black. No wonder I hadn’t felt any sensation since earlier.

My entire body had suffered full-body burns. Is my hair still there? I looked at the bangs fluttering in front of my eyes and inwardly sighed in relief. I almost became bald.


Looking at my body, Han Seo-hyeon made a crying sound.

“I sprinkled potion, but it’s not working.”

Well, it’s a burn. Potions enhance regenerative power. But all the cells that could enhance regeneration have died. Since it’s been seared by mana, it will take time.

—It was a crazy act.

For even Ray to say that. Just one shot, I fired just one shot, and my body ended up in this state. I wonder what kind of monsters those 7-Circle hunters are who can use this casually.

I thought my mana circuit had become quite robust from handling mana recently, but it was a vain thought.

I could definitely feel that my whole body was wrecked. Even swallowing saliva was terribly painful. There’s no part that doesn’t hurt.

What I instantaneously drew upon was 80% of my bracelet’s mana.

I compromised at that level because I felt I would die if I used 100%, but my body condition was a mess to the point where I could barely say I was alive.

I made some jokes inwardly, but it really hurts too much. I felt like I might lose consciousness again at any moment.

“Don’t die.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who finally started shedding tears, said to me.

“If you die, I’ll turn you into a skeleton. I, I think I can handle three comfortably now.”

At those words from Han Seo-hyeon, I chuckled.

Seeing my laughter, Han Seo-hyeon added while streaming tears:

“I’m not joking! I’ll really, really turn you into a skeleton…”

I feel like I’ve done something terrible to a child.

I’m sorry.

I moved my lips to leave those words and lost consciousness again.

* * *


Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip, looking at his foolish boss who had lost consciousness.

“Idiot, moron…”

He had sprinkled all the potions he had, but the boss’s body didn’t improve at all. The arm that had turned completely black showed no signs of life, to the point where he worried if it should be amputated.

Kim Jae-ho, who had approached at some point, said:

“He’ll live.”

“He has to.”

Sniff sniff, Han Seo-hyeon wiped his tears with the back of his hand.

“He can’t die leaving us like this, he has to live.”

Curses came out involuntarily, even though he wasn’t someone who usually swore.

The reason he first sought out this man was clearly for revenge. To find the people who did that to his brother and exact revenge no matter what. That desire for revenge still hasn’t subsided. It’s just been buried. Kang Yi-sin told him to.

That no matter how hard you try now, you’re not enough to catch those bastards. To bring down the great evil called Seol Rok-jin, we need to build our strength too, so let’s hold our breath for a while.

If you keep grinding your teeth like that, you’ll need dentures soon, so stop grinding them too.

The words mixed with jokes weren’t light.

Kang Yi-sin said:

To be honest, I don’t like you being with me. Even if it weren’t for your brother, I plan to sweep those bastards out of this country, so why don’t you just go somewhere else if you can and happily wait for the enemy’s corpses to float down the river?

Han Seo-hyeon said he didn’t want to.

At those words, Kang Yi-sin shrugged his shoulders and said:

If you’re going to be with me, there are a few things you need to follow.

The reason Han Seo-hyeon rolled around like a dog following Kang Yi-sin’s orders was because of that.

Kang Yi-sin’s first rule, build strength. Because strength was needed for revenge, Han Seo-hyeon silently followed Kang Yi-sin’s rule.


Unlike the first rule that made sense just by hearing it, the second rule was a bit strange.

Let’s live first.

-You know, I think all those bastards who say revenge is futile have never properly taken revenge.

-What’s proper revenge?

-Cost-effective revenge.

-Cost-effective revenge?

Kang Yi-sin’s face was serious as he said that.

-Yeah, man. What’s the point of grinding away your whole life just for one revenge? Sacrificing my life just for one measly revenge? That’s a huge loss, isn’t it?

Kang Yi-sin, who said that, ruffled Han Seo-hyeon’s hair as he looked dazed and said:

-We need to live our lives well while beating up that bastard’s life. That way we gain more. That’s successful revenge.

So let’s build this base well before revenge. Let’s bring lots of things we like here. Let’s live happily first, and when we become strong enough to easily kill those bastards, that’s when we’ll break their necks.

Kang Yi-sin clearly said that.

Han Seo-hyeon looked at Kang Yi-sin’s pale face and said:

“After saying all that, you can’t be like this. Huh?”

Come to think of it, it all started with that damn bracelet. Han Seo-hyeon struck the bracelet lying on the ground.

“We should throw that thing away.”

“He’ll just make it again even if you throw it away.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes.

“Damn it.”

He was more frustrated that he couldn’t deny it. Han Seo-hyeon, who had crouched back down, scanned Kim Jae-ho’s face.

“By the way, Jae-ho hyung, you pretend to be sane only at times like this.”

“I’m always sane.”

“You always act like you don’t understand anything and don’t know anything. Did you think I wouldn’t know?”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho scratched his cheek.

Kim Jae-ho’s thinking is still different from normal people. It’s because he’s barely been treated as a person or lived as one. But he knows that Kang Yi-sin is his leader.

And that he ended up like this for their sake.

“I don’t want him to die either.”

“Don’t say ‘him’, call him boss properly.”

“…I don’t want the boss to die either.”

“Me too.”

Han Seo-hyeon is a minor without a guardian, and Kim Jae-ho is a wild beast who hasn’t learned how to live properly.

Only Kang Yi-sin can take responsibility for these two.

“The boss probably knows that too.”

Last time and this time too.

Kang Yi-sin threw his body in whenever there was a chance.

Of course, they know Kang Yi-sin’s body is tough. Kang Yi-sin could heal himself. The reason they haven’t given up hope despite his current state is because they believe in that ability. In fact, besides that ability, Kang Yi-sin had an unbelievably large number of talents.

He’s certainly the strongest among the three people here right now.

But even so.

“He’s not invincible.”

Kim Jae-ho said.

“You know why the boss ended up like this.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes.

“What is it?”

“Because we’re weak.”

The reason Kang Yi-sin always steps in directly is always for that reason. Kang Yi-sin always measured their capabilities most accurately. Even when they were scared thinking they couldn’t do it, if Kang Yi-sin said it could be done, then it could be done. Kang Yi-sin accurately knew their limits that even they didn’t know themselves.

The reason he kept the two of them out of the battle with the Butcher this time was because the two were weak.

“You know, the boss hates troublesome things.”

Thinking about it now, Kang Yi-sin thoroughly didn’t step in for things he didn’t necessarily have to do. Like when they raided the villains’ guild last time, when dealing with children, and with housework.

“If we were strong, this wouldn’t have happened.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded.

Then he got up.

There was still a long way to go.

* * *

We arrived at the base after many twists and turns. To be precise, it was Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s twists and turns. I was mostly unconscious during that time, so I wasn’t aware. My whole body must have been a mess, but I thought it was impressive they managed to keep me alive and bring me here.

During that time, I succeeded in recovering enough to be able to speak.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, just recover quickly.”

It seems to have gotten strangely cold, is it puberty?

—Would it be puberty? After making them do nursing they’re not cut out for for days.

Ray clicked his tongue as if he was quite displeased with me. It seemed he didn’t like how I had wrecked my body to this extent.

Ah, there was something surprising when I came to my senses.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the sword the Butcher used.”

“Do you think I asked because I don’t know that? Why did you bring something like that!”

“It seemed a waste to leave it behind. It looked like an artifact.”

Fortunately, they didn’t grab the sword directly but wrapped it in a waterproof sheet to bring it, but it was a demonic sword that would burn even the life of the person wielding it. I immediately ordered them to stash that sword in a corner.

‘I can’t even stop the kids.’

—Have you forgotten that only you can hear me?

‘You’re really not helpful.’

I snapped at Ray for no reason. It was also because I felt I might go crazy if I didn’t maintain my spirits lightly like this.

I looked at my drooping arms and smiled awkwardly.

Quite some time had passed, but my arms were still burnt black as they were.

“I wonder if this can be regenerated.”

They couldn’t move at all, as if all the nerves and everything inside had been completely burned.

—I tried, but regeneration is not even close to possible.

It means there’s no hope even with two-stroke mana circuit regeneration.

Not being able to use my arms was inconvenient in so many ways.

Even if I managed to handle bathing and toileting somewhat humanely with the help of skeletons, the gazes focused on me every time I was fed were very burdensome.

Han Seo-hyeon quietly observed my arms and then casually said something horrible.

“How about cutting off the arms and making them into skeletons to attach? I think I can somehow make the boss move roughly.”

This kid is certainly not normal either.

—How could someone who rolled under you be normal!

“I’ll ask you later if needed.”

I put off Han Seo-hyeon’s words for later. If there’s really no other way, I might have to live with skeleton arms, but there was still hope.

Super Regeneration. A three-stroke mana circuit talent.

With that, I should be able to recover these arms.

I was eager for recovery right away. There was a mountain of things to do, but I couldn’t do anything.

I was curious about how the situation on the dark web was unfolding, and what kind of news came out since we caused trouble, but Han Seo-hyeon absolutely wouldn’t show me the news.

He says to just come to my senses and recover for now.

But I had Ray.

—There’s a reason why that kid is acting like that.

“What is it?”

—There’s nothing to tell someone who doesn’t know how precious their body is.

Ray betrayed me.

“It’ll be fine once I recover, right?”

Saying that, I drew up mana. But indeed, three strokes weren’t easy.

Or was the problem that I was pushing myself when my body hadn’t fully recovered yet?

Cough.

I ended up coughing up blood again.

Seeing that, Han Seo-hyeon ran to me and poured out nagging.

“Stay still, stay still!”

“I am staying still.”

“I mean keep your mana still!”

Slap. After getting hit on the back, I had to be under Han Seo-hyeon’s surveillance all that evening.
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Weltschmerz!

For the past few days, the whole world was filled with stories about them.

The confrontation between the Butcher and Weltschmerz was broadcasted, and the public was crazy about this rare battle.

Even though the video quality was degraded due to the mana floating around, people didn’t mind. The battle between the gleaming ice spears and the dark red demonic energy shone quite impressively even in the choppy screen.

Since the appearance of awakeners, various media have been talking about how amazing awakeners are, but the general public rarely had the chance to see the abilities of awakeners. At best, 3-Circle or lower awakeners would show off tricks like spewing fire or water from their hands on entertainment shows.

This means it’s the first time seeing two 6-Circle or higher awakeners fighting with their lives on the line.

Moreover, this incident wasn’t portrayed as a simple fight between two villains.

While the Butcher was depicted as an unparalleled villain, Weltschmerz, who fought against him, was suddenly overlaid with the image of a good person.

The change in Weltschmerz’s image, who were known as unparalleled villains just a few days ago, was partly due to this confrontation with the Butcher.

To be precise, their good deed of rescuing hostages during the fight changed their image.

Some people disparaged this good deed as a shallow trick for image laundering, but it was indeed Weltschmerz who rescued the children who were waiting helplessly to die at the scene.

Moreover, this rescue scene was witnessed by the eyes of many people.

Scenes of a large man who seemed to be a member of Weltschmerz carrying children, scenes of a skeleton clacking its mouth while bringing out children, and so on.

Although they looked rough and fierce on the outside, they were quite kind to the children. The scene of Weltschmerz’s leader blocking demonic energy flying towards the children was witnessed by everyone at the scene.

“Thank you.”

The faces of parents finally embracing their children were vividly spread from the scene. At least to them, Weltschmerz were true heroes.

And the giant lightning that astonished everyone at the scene.

The impact Weltschmerz left that day was tremendous.

Weltschmerz, who were just petty thieves, had now become great villains known to every citizen of Korea.

There were even crazy people saying we should contact Weltschmerz and persuade them.


The more information about Weltschmerz was revealed, the hotter the interest grew.

There were also people who were quite displeased with this series of trends.

The person lying on the sofa wearing comfortable clothes and horn-rimmed glasses was Jin Yeon-hwa, the vice guild master of Sirius.

Jin Yeon-hwa bit her nails while looking at the screen.

“This can’t be. A 7-Circle lightning attribute user? It completely overlaps with our Seon-je. No, if it’s a complex talent, does that mean he loses?”

Yoo Seon-je should become the brightest star among the many 4th generation hunters, befitting the name Sirius. But at this rate, the name Yoo Seon-je will end up being overshadowed by Weltschmerz.

Why did it have to be the same lightning?

Although Yoo Seon-je is also evaluated to soon become 7-Circle in terms of potential, he’s only 5-Circle now without actual skills. To receive a 7-Circle evaluation, he would need to subjugate about five A-rank Gates or one S-rank Gate.

The problem is the ‘complex talent’. Even after doing all that, he can’t be compared as an ‘equal’ 7-Circle.

Jin Yeon-hwa slowly closed and opened her eyes.

“This is troublesome, troublesome.”

Come to think of it, it was also Weltschmerz who made her drink water at the auction last time.

She really didn’t like them.

But she can’t touch them right away. She doesn’t even know where they are right now, and their strength is not to be taken lightly. Although they could catch them if they tried, it’s not worth investing Sirius’s strength.

It would be better to show power in another way.

“I’m thinking of moving up Seon-je’s debut a bit.”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s words were directed behind her. Lee Hye-won, who was always listening to every word beside Jin Yeon-hwa, immediately answered.

“You mean Yoo Seon-je’s debut?”

“Yes. No matter how much Weltschmerz jumps around, they’re ultimately villains, right? The true hero is the hunter who saves the world from the threat of Gates! That’s what we should say.”

Now that it’s come to this, we need to bring all the attention focused on them. A real hero? No, Weltschmerz are villains. In the end, they’re evil people who kill people, covet others’ things, and eat away at this world.


Debuting Yoo Seon-je as a perfect hunter, and once again showing that Sirius is the best in Korea.

That was Jin Yeon-hwa’s goal, and she could do anything for it.

“Let’s create a stage just for Seon-je.”

Jin Yeon-hwa, with shining eyes, began to hum strategies for Yoo Seon-je’s perfect debut.

Jin Yeon-hwa didn’t know.

That Lee Hye-won, her bodyguard and attendant who was listening to all this behind her, had already become Seol Rok-jin’s possession.

* * *

“Faster than I thought.”

Seol Rok-jin, who had heard all of Jin Yeon-hwa’s plans from Lee Hye-won, muttered like that. Yoo Seon-je’s debut was much faster than he had expected.

He thought the greedy Jin Yeon-hwa would drag out time to polish Yoo Seon-je more.

He had already been thinking about how to deal with Yoo Seon-je for a while.

Sirius was certainly a good business partner, but an overwhelmingly superior one is not helpful.

“I’ll have to remove him.”

Seol Rok decided without hesitation.

That he would make the brightest star in this night sky fall.

* * *

“I’m bored.”

I muttered while lying on the sofa. Lying on the sofa all day was unbearably irritating, but I couldn’t go out and wander around either.

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s surveillance was quite sharp.

Well, with both arms in this state, there wasn’t much I could do outside anyway.


The temperature had dropped to the point where it was beyond chilly and could be called cold. The forest that had been lush green was now wearing brown clothes, and starting to shed those brown clothes. It won’t be long before the first snow falls.

Looking out the window, I muttered:

“We need to go shopping.”

At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon, who was standing next to me, quickly opened his mouth.

“We still have plenty of food, and, uh, Jae-ho hyung went hunting too, shouldn’t that be enough to last for a while?”

“Do you know how to prepare meat?”

“If I learn somehow from the internet…”

I sighed involuntarily.

Several days had passed, but I was still in the state of a seriously ill patient. Han Seo-hyeon was quite good at housework, but he couldn’t drive so he couldn’t go shopping to restock supplies, and Kim Jae-ho just didn’t match well with housework.

“How long are we going to stay holed up like this? We need to go shopping soon, and you can’t keep me locked up in the house like this forever.”

“You can’t even move properly yet and you want to go somewhere!”

“Then at least give me a smartphone. I’m dying of boredom.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon firmly shook his head.

“Don’t look at this and that and give yourself a headache, just focus on resting for now. When you recover, I’ll make you work whether you like it or not, and I’ll give you back the smartphone as much as you want! Why are you so obsessed with a smartphone when you can’t even use your hands?”

It’s a valid point, but it was suspicious how he kept glancing at me unnecessarily while saying that.

‘There’s definitely something.’

Let’s say it’s fine to prevent me from moving. But why control information too? What on earth are they saying about us on the internet?

We did cause trouble, but in the end, we successfully dealt with the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon and rescued all the hostages, so there shouldn’t be much bad talk.

‘Suspicious.’

I looked at Han Seo-hyeon, but avoiding my gaze, he disappeared saying he was busy. I couldn’t stop him anymore as he said he was going to train.

I sat down again. As Han Seo-hyeon said, recovering my body comes first for now.

—Do you think you can recover your body?

‘Nothing’s impossible.’

In fact, in some sense, my body is already fully recovered.

Ray said there’s no way to recover my completely burned arms. In fact, he said the only reason they’re still attached to my body is because of the mana circuit inside them, otherwise it wouldn’t be strange if they rotted and fell off.

‘But if I master Super Regeneration, it can be solved, right?’

—Haven’t we been talking about this for days? If it were that simple, why don’t you heal right away?

As Ray said, even though I knew the method, solving it was difficult.

I hadn’t mastered Super Regeneration yet, and the most I could revive with regeneration was the sensation in my fingertips and up to my shoulders.

But if I keep trying somehow, won’t I break through? I’m starting to get the hang of it too.

As I returned to the living room like that, Han Seo-hyeon’s smartphone left behind caught my eye.

Seeing that, I slowly walked towards the smartphone.

—Are you really going to act like a little mouse like this?

‘A little mouse! That’s harsh. He shouldn’t have left the smartphone in the first place!’

While his intention to protect me is admirable, he can’t keep hiding all information from me forever.

Anyway, I’m the leader of this team, and I have a duty to take responsibility for Weltschmerz. We’ve caused a big incident, so there must be some reaction, and I need to decide how Weltschmerz will act based on that reaction.

Well, there are many reasons, but…

To be honest, the main reason is that I feel like I’m going to die of frustration. I twitched my fingers to touch Han Seo-hyeon’s smartphone.

“Ugh.”

Even pressing the power button on the side of the smartphone made me break out in a cold sweat from the pain. If just this much movement makes my whole body sweat, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s overprotection wasn’t really that excessive.

Since I can’t bend my arms at all, holding the phone in my hand is impossible even in dreams.

I finally opened the smartphone screen and entered the pattern.

I had seen the scene of unlocking the pattern with touch so many times that I could easily solve the pattern.

Ray clicked his tongue in my head seeing my appearance.

—No wonder you’ve been persistently glancing for the past few days.

‘Please think of it as my own way of dealing with information concealment.’

—Information concealment, saying it like that makes it sound quite grand.

‘It’s not a lie, is it?’

It’s certainly not a lie.

What on earth are they hiding?

The problem is that it took ages just to unlock the smartphone pattern. I had no idea how long it would take to search for the information I wanted. As I was tapping the screen with fingers that wouldn’t move well, Ray said as if I was pathetic:

—You fool, why don’t you use telekinesis?

‘Ah.’

Why didn’t I think of that?

—Because you’re stupid!

It’s annoying, but I decided to let it slide. I moved my arms with telekinesis. Since I had almost no experience moving objects with telekinesis, at first I threw the smartphone or bent my arm in directions it shouldn’t bend, but soon I was able to move the smartphone quite naturally.

I entered the portal site and typed in the word Weltschmerz.

An enormous amount of information poured out, incomparable to a few days ago.

I carefully checked all that information and…

The conclusion was…

It was a mess.

‘I see why Seo-hyeon tried to hide information from me like that.’

I hardened my face looking at the information appearing on the screen.

[Public wanted notice for suspect believed to be a Weltschmerz member.

Han Seo-hyeon (17 years old, disappeared while attending Seongho Hunter Academy)]

It was a public wanted notice with a photo prominently displayed.
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People love to rank everything.

They began to predict the rankings of guilds formed by hunters, then ranked the strongest hunters among them, and finally even measured the strength of villains living in the shadows.

The Top refers to the 10 villains considered the strongest among them.

At first it had the tacky name of ‘Top Ten’, but soon the name ‘Top’ itself came to encompass the meaning of the top 10.

And ‘Top’ became a proper noun in itself.

When people heard ‘Top’, everyone thought of the great evil writhing in the shadows. And they feared it. If you encountered a villain worthy of the Top, your life would no longer be your own from that moment.

The Top became the dream, goal, and final destination of villains, to the point where every villain dreamed of rising to it.

And here, at the place people call the Top.

At the peak of the Black Tower, where only those permitted could set foot even among the Top, an occasional meeting was being held.

At the top floor of the tower, which stood crooked like the Leaning Tower of Pisa, there was a round obsidian disc, and black granite chairs were arranged in a circle around it.

Five people sat in those chairs, each showing off their individuality.

Blood Magician Chu Ma-geol, wearing a black robe and sitting with his back to the light streaming through the tower’s windows, opened his mouth.

“The Butcher has certainly fallen in rank.”

His voice was rough, as if he hadn’t properly spoken for months. Gemini, sitting in the opposite position from him, picked up his words.

“Indeed, I’ve wanted to kill him every time I was associated with him as part of the same Top.”

She spoke in an innocent voice, her hair divided into black and white sides and braided down.

“It’s fortunate the newcomer seems quite good.”

“It was certainly a proper initiation.”

Gemini nodded at Trickster’s words, spoken with a hint of laughter. Though Trickster was blended into the shadows and didn’t properly reveal himself today either, Gemini didn’t pay much attention.

Cube, a man in his mid-30s quietly listening to their conversation from the corner, opened his mouth.


“It’s certainly been a while since an interesting fellow appeared.”

“But you know. Does really no one here know who they are?”

Gemini moved close to the disc and scanned everyone’s faces. Blood Magician Chu Ma-geol hiding his face with a black robe, Trickster concealing himself in shadows, Cube watching her with his usual dry expression, and Puppeteer sitting in the corner saying nothing again today.

She scrutinized everyone’s faces carefully, but truly no one said they knew Weltschmerz.

“It’s really strange. No one knows, really no one? You’re not just saying this to maintain their mystique while actually knowing them, right?”

“I’d like to ask you the same. Since they might be complex talent holders too, don’t you know anything yourself?”

“Are you asking if they’re twins too? No way! There can’t be another set of adorable twins like us in this world!”

Cube nodded at Gemini’s words.

“Well, your case isn’t common.”

A strange person who lost her awakened twin at age 10, but embraced her own twin with her ability. Gemini turned her head with a grin.

“Do the dolls have nothing to say either?”

At Gemini’s words, everyone’s gaze turned to the woman in her 40s sitting silently in the corner. The woman slowly opened her mouth.

“Nothing.”

“Hmm.”

The Puppeteer rarely spoke, but her intelligence network was superior to anyone else in this Top. Because all the dolls she had scattered throughout the world were her ears and eyes.

Even she didn’t know about this.

“How strange.”

Gemini rolled her eyes.

“Even before I came here, you all knew everything about me. It was the same when Cube came.”

Cube pretended not to know at Gemini’s words, but Gemini didn’t stop there.


“There was a big news story then, wasn’t there?”

Cube became a villain because he ‘accidentally’ caused a classmate’s death at the hunter academy. The classmate whose ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ were reversed by Cube’s touch apparently lived horribly for a while.

Gemini knows all those stories. She also knows the stories of Chu Ma-geol and Puppeteer who became villains before she was born.

Because there are no complete secrets in this world.

“But why are there no stories about those guys?”

It’s difficult to become this level of villain overnight without any precursors or history.

Trickster said:

“We do know about one. That little necromancer.”

“He seems quite talented.”

Gemini cackled at Blood Magician Chu Ma-geol’s words.

“Are you showing interest because he uses the same dark magic?”

“But his heart is too weak. If it were me, I would have used those little ones as materials instead of saving them.”

“Unlike you, old geezer, he’s a necromancer. I guess tiny skeletons aren’t very useful.”

“Is that so?”

Chu Ma-geol shrugged towards Gemini. If anyone else had called him an old geezer, he would have turned them into a handful of blood, but Gemini was an exception. He was quite fond of her, who had joined the Top at a young age.

Gemini, perched on the disc, said:

“Anyway, that’s not important. There are three of them. Only one has been identified. The masked one is the leader, but we don’t know anything about him.”

Gemini narrowed her eyes and whispered:

“You never know. They might be ‘fakes’ like last time.”

Fakes. Sparks flew in Gemini’s eyes. What Gemini hated most were hunters. Those who disguise using their abilities for the sake of this world. Hypocrites who do all sorts of shady things behind the scenes but still claim they are good and you are evil.


“If that’s the case, I’ll burn them to death myself.”

At Gemini’s words, the Blood Magician said:

“I’ll look into it.”

“You, old man?”

Gemini craned her neck. Chu Ma-geol, always wrapped in a black robe, was the longest-serving villain in this Top. As such, he doesn’t move for small matters. He’s usually too busy perfecting his own blood magic to get involved.

At his words about taking action personally, not just Gemini but everyone seated around the round table looked at him with slightly surprised expressions.

“Those guys will bow their heads when they see me too.”

It was over 30 years ago when Chu Ma-geol rose to this Top. Back then, this Top didn’t exist, and wasn’t even called the Top. Since the Top was formed, he had never fallen from it even once.

As such, the name Chu Ma-geol carried quite some weight in the villain world.

“Great, those guys will fall over backwards when they see you, old man!”

Gemini cackled. But the laughter quickly faded. Small sparks flew in her eyes, and her playful tone changed to a polite one. Gemini, who had changed like a completely different person, asked Chu Ma-geol:

“Will you really be alright?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Chu Ma-geol smiled faintly. After looking at him with a worried expression for a moment, blue flames flickered in her eyes and she put on a mischievous expression again.

“If, just if, those guys give you trouble, I’ll get revenge for you.”

It was a strange sight, as if her personality had suddenly flipped, but no one was perturbed.

As suggested by the name Gemini, taken from the constellation of twins, she had two personalities in one body.

“That won’t happen.”

Chu Ma-geol cut off that worry in one go. He wasn’t someone who would be easily defeated by novice villains.

Trickster asked:

“What will you do after finding out about them?”

A coin had appeared in his hand at some point and was gleaming. Flicking the coin with his finger, he said:

“Recruit them after all?”

Since they killed someone who was in the Top, it was natural for Weltschmerz to become part of the Top. The recruitment Trickster mentioned had a different meaning.

“You mean bring them here?”

Cube, who asked that, added:

“That Butcher fellow never set foot here until he died.”

“That bastard was filthy.”

Gemini added.

“Filthy and noisy and rude and disrespectful!”

Insults towards the Butcher poured endlessly from her small mouth. Trickster said, flipping the coin upwards:

“He’d cry quite a bit if he heard that in the afterlife.”

“I hated that guy.”

Trickster also nodded at Gemini’s words. The Butcher was not to their taste at all. Then what about Weltschmerz?

“Let’s see them and judge.”

Everyone nodded at Chu Ma-geol’s words. As the longest-serving member of the Top, the others here trusted him quite a bit.

“If the discussion is over, can I leave now?”

A very tired voice drifted over to the round table. It was the Puppeteer. Gemini asked her haggard-looking face:

“Is there some problem? Why are you nodding off like a sick chicken?”

The Puppeteer didn’t particularly open her mouth at those words. Gemini crossed her arms and pretended to be upset at being ignored, but still got no answer. Trickster, sensing the strange atmosphere lingering between the two, quickly spoke up:

“Sorry, but there’s one more agenda item left.”

“What is it?”

“Representative Seol contacted us.”

“Why that guy again?”

Gemini, who asked that, opened her eyes wide and added:

“Is there another chance to pick up some easy money like last time?”

He’s not the only one approaching to use the Top for a big score, but Seol Rok-jin was quite special among them.

Because he threw out bait that was quite tempting to ignore. Trickster said from within the shadows:

“He was asking about Weltschmerz.”

At those words, Gemini said with a disappointed face:

“We don’t know much about those guys either. This is going to look really bad. It’s awkward to say we don’t know anything…”

After being deflated for a moment, Gemini said in a high voice:

“But if the old man brings them here, it’ll be fine!”

“Then let’s postpone that answer until after that.”

“Is it really over now?”

Cube asked that while glancing at the Puppeteer. A gloomy aura had been flowing from the Puppeteer’s direction for a while, making it difficult to keep pretending not to notice.

Trickster said:

“Representative Seol Rok-jin said…”

“Hurry up hurry up hurry up!”

“He asked if we’re interested in hunting an S-rank rookie.”

At those words, the eyes of the villains seated around the round table sparkled. Not just Gemini, but even Cube who had been acting composed, and the Puppeteer who had been slumped lifelessly, raised their heads and looked at him.

“We’re very interested.”
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Do Chae-hee is not an idealist.

Of course, she knew that perfect justice couldn’t exist in this world. Nevertheless, she always wanted her actions to fit within the framework of justice.

Even when she was criticized by those around her, even when she was mocked for living the way she did, the reason she didn’t compromise was because of this.

Always wanting to be righteous.

According to that justice, this is the right thing to do.

Han Seo-hyeon has been completely branded as a villain since the public wanted notice. Although they attached the word ‘suspect’, now on the 5th day of the public wanted notice, he has come to be known as the only identified member of Weltschmerz.

‘There’s no need to feel guilty. Han Seo-hyeon is clearly moving with Weltschmerz, no, he is Weltschmerz.’

After the public wanted notice, Do Chae-hee moved busily. Han Seo-hyeon, the recently revealed member of Weltschmerz, the hottest topic in Korea. Related information poured in to an unmanageable extent.

Foregoing sleep, Do Chae-hee tried to dig out even a little useful information from this swamp of information. Looking at her pitifully, Park Cheol-wan asked:

“Any results?”

“Nothing decisive, but it’s better than when we had nothing. Information is actually pouring in. It’s also attracted attention.”

“Coffee?”

“No, I’m fine. I think I’ve had about thirty cups just today.”

At those words, Park Cheol-wan shuddered. He couldn’t imagine how hard she was working.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Finally, the whole world knows that Weltschmerz are dangerous guys…”

“That’s not what I meant. I’m asking about that friend. Are you okay with putting out a public wanted notice?”

“What’s not okay! He’s a criminal anyway.”

Do Chae-hee’s voice trembled at the end of her words. At Park Cheol-wan’s gaze, Do Chae-hee bit her lip.

Although Do Chae-hee always said there’s no compromise with evil, this matter was a bit overwhelming. Han Seo-hyeon is not a good person. He’s evil because he associated with evil people, no, because he committed evil acts.


But despite that, the reason this fact troubles Do Chae-hee is probably because the real bad guy she wants to punish is someone else.

“The real bad one is that masked bastard, but it feels bad that only this kid is taking all the blame.”

It’s not simply about letting him off because he’s young.

Do Chae-hee had met Han Seo-hyeon in person before.

“I met that kid before. His brother was a victim in the Kang Yi-sin case. In front of someone who was about to die, I asked for a statement like a heartless person. At that time, the kid said to me.”

Do Chae-hee recalled what she heard then.

-My only family returned with a terminal illness. Is it such a difficult request to want to spend what might be the last time quietly?

So in fact, Do Chae-hee thought Han Seo-hyeon had given up on his brother, Han Jo-hee.

There’s no answer for mana addiction. It was a treatment that just consumed money mindlessly, impossible for Han Seo-hyeon to continue in his circumstances.

But later she found out that Han Seo-hyeon had somehow scraped together money to pay for Han Jo-hee’s hospital bills. Even after that, he had begged the hospital several times not to give up on his brother.

He’s only seventeen. A child who hadn’t even properly graduated from the academy was burning everything to try to save his brother.

“When he lost that brother, what do you think that kid thought? You know? They say that kid turned his brother into a skeleton. I feel like I know what that kid was thinking when he turned his brother into an undead.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Park Cheol-wan asked:

“Do you think he joined Weltschmerz to get revenge on ‘Kang Yi-sin’?”

Do Chae-hee carefully nodded.

Do Chae-hee, who had also lost family to villains just like Han Seo-hyeon, understood Han Seo-hyeon’s feelings better than anyone else in this world.

“Weltschmerz is using Han Seo-hyeon. Han Seo-hyeon, that kid’s only fault is that he trusted the most terrible person in the world. That he trusted the adult he should never have trusted.”

That’s why Do Chae-hee could never forgive Weltschmerz. Those bastards who wield a child’s desire for revenge as they please.

“I’ll definitely catch Han Seo-hyeon. And I’ll tell that kid that the path he’s going down is wrong. That’s what a real adult should do, right?”

Seeing the light in Do Chae-hee’s eyes, Park Cheol-wan nodded.


Do Chae-hee had grown up before he knew it. Enough to make him smile.

* * *

I waited in the living room for Han Seo-hyeon to come out. As soon as Han Seo-hyeon came out the door, I used the magic phrase.

“Sit down here.”

“W-why, what’s wrong?”

The power of that magic phrase was amazing, instantly draining the color from the face of that kid who had been shamelessly deceiving me for days.

“I said sit down here because I have something to talk about.”

“Ugh.”

While grumbling that he didn’t want to, Han Seo-hyeon reluctantly sat down in front of me.

“Why didn’t you tell me? You’ve become wanted nationwide.”

Han Seo-hyeon had ended up in the same situation as me, wanted nationwide. Thanks to his identity being certain, like ‘Kang Yi-sin’, there was no hole to escape through.

Han Seo-hyeon pouted his lips at my words and said:

“It’s not a big deal.”

“Not a big deal?”

I let out a deep sigh.

Well, considering everything that’s happened, it was only a matter of time. It’s not just Han Seo-hyeon’s fault. I was too complacent too.

But still. I was so angry I felt my blood boiling when kids who had attended the academy with Han Seo-hyeon made trashy comments like he was ‘originally a gloomy bastard’ or ‘I knew he’d be like this’.

I barely calmed my anger and said:

“Even if this is over, you can’t go back to a normal life.”

“What’s a normal life anyway?”


“Oh boy.”

Making such cliché statements. But considering everything Han Seo-hyeon has been through, this is all my fault.

—Well, it’s a bit much for someone who acts wearing such a mask to say others are being cliché.

‘Be quiet.’

As I was organizing my thoughts for a while, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“I like this life here. I like the life I spend here with Boss and Jae-ho hyung.”

—Hyung? Is that twisted family tree still the same?

At Ray’s words, I bit my lip hard.

‘I said I’d take it to my grave, didn’t I?’

My conscience stings even more. How did I, who has absolutely no talent for child-rearing, end up suddenly raising such a young kid.

“If you’re really worried about me, don’t say such nonsense and just think about taking proper responsibility for my life. Don’t come back all messed up like that.”

This is another valid point, so I have nothing to say. I just kept sighing deeply. Yeah, now that things have come to this, what can we do.

“Anyway, I understand. But don’t hide things from now on. The more you hide, the more I’ll have to deal with later. Honestly, you can’t hide things well either, understand?”

“Ugh.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with a stiff face.

“You’re not going to scold me more?”

“I’d scold you more if there was anything else to scold about. Anyway, I got it. You do what you need to do too.”

“What are you going to do?”

Han Seo-hyeon asked as he saw me staggering to my feet. What am I going to do?

“I have to try to clean things up somehow, don’t I?”

* * *

I said to Ray:

“This won’t do.”

It’s not the time to slowly recover my body.

—Didn’t you overdo it just recently?

“There’s a mountain of things to do.”

There’s no end to the things that need to be cleaned up. There’s a ton of internal work to do, but the external issues are even more problematic.

Externally, I needed to determine Weltschmerz’s direction of activities, and wrap up the Butcher incident. Even if nothing could be done about Han Seo-hyeon who had already become publicly wanted, I had to do something about the information related to us spreading like this.

I also need to somehow calm down the overheated dark web.

It’s been a week since the Butcher died.

During that time, all sorts of gossip has been sticking to the silent Weltschmerz. This alone is enough for false rumors to spread. That I was seriously injured (this is true), or that we were caught by the government, or that we were revenged upon by the Top. There’s no end to the rumors.

Our image must not be damaged.

We’re already hearing harsh words from here and there about bringing along a 17-year-old kid, and now with these rumors spreading on top of that. Anyway, we needed one big move to suppress those rumors.

There’s a lot to do internally as well.

We needed to properly reinforce the still shoddy base before winter comes, deal with Yebrica’s mana stone rolling on the floor, and somehow make the Butcher’s artifact usable.

Ah, I also needed to remake my broken mana bracelet.

Anyway, to do all this, my body needed to be in good condition.

Yeah, I can’t keep whimpering forever.

—So what do you plan to do?

‘I told you. I’m going to unlock the 3-stroke talent.’

For the past week, I carefully checked all the mana circuits laid out in my body. And I confirmed that the mana circuits connected to my arms were damaged.

The physical destruction had cut off even the mana circuits. This side feels completely dead, like my flesh is no longer flesh. Although it doesn’t rot or anything because it’s a body containing mana, it certainly doesn’t feel ‘alive’ at all.

But seeing that I can feel sensation in my fingertips, it’s probably just a feeling and not completely dead.

Super Regeneration should be able to revive it.

Okay, okay…

Actually, I have a rough idea.

—You have an idea?

“The more powerful the talent, the more mana circuits it requires. Like how Super Regeneration takes up 3 strokes.”

—That’s right?

“But even with a 1-stroke talent, you can produce high power if you pour in mana, right?”

It’s a matter of efficiency, but it’s possible. I realized it at the end of the battle with Park Sang-pyeon. What I did with the 1-stroke lightning ability was actually a power not befitting 1 stroke at all.

By intertwining lightning with lightning to create a massive lightning, I effectively produced the effect of 2 or 3 strokes, not just 1.

So I produced the same effect by pouring mana outside my body?

It was such a crude method that my arms that couldn’t handle the output ended up breaking, but anyway, I produced an effect beyond ‘1 stroke’ by pouring in mana.

“I think breaking through 3 strokes is similar.”

—Did you forget that your mana circuits were all damaged doing that?

“I know, I know. But it’s regeneration, right? Even if it breaks, it should recover again.”

My body has received massive mana several times. The mana circuits in my body have become much more elastic and stronger than before. Similar to how torn muscle fibers become stronger after recovery, my mana circuits became stronger after being injured and broken.

If more time passes like this, if I keep slowly pouring in a lot of mana, I might naturally unlock the 3-stroke talent at some point.

But I don’t have time.

I drew up mana. Then I started pouring that mana into the mana circuits related to regeneration. The mana circuits tear and split from the mana splashing around.

“Ugh.”

But the torn mana circuits soon began to ‘regenerate’. And they became a little stronger. I repeated this process incessantly. My mana quickly ran out. But it’s okay, I just need to draw out mana from the mana stone.

—You’re trying to draw mana from a mana stone without an artifact? Do you want to die?

‘It’s better if the circuits get overloaded and injured like that. They’ll become stronger after recovering through regeneration.’

I placed my hand on Yebrica’s mana stone. As I crudely drew in mana, the mana circuits broke and were injured once again.

But it’s no problem.

I just need to regenerate.

Destruction and regeneration. And regeneration and destruction. I repeated this process incessantly. For a while, I tempered my body through this crude process, absorbing the mana loaded in the mana stone.

My whole body became hot as if thrown into a furnace. My body trembled. It’s an overload phenomenon.

Mana that can’t flow through the mana circuits is no different from poison itself.

It’s not for nothing that people end up hospitalized with addiction symptoms due to mana seeping into their entire body.

But I believed in my recovery ability.

1 stroke: Recovery

2 strokes: Regeneration

3 strokes: Super Regeneration.

Up to 2 strokes, those mana circuits operate smoothly.

My body was now repeating a cycle of breaking and mending.

And the mana slowly approaches the 3rd stroke. The mana circuits that used to repel my mana, unable to withstand it, gradually began to accept my mana. Most of the mana bounced off to the outside, but there was clearly some mana seeping into the 3rd stroke among them.

And finally.

The 3rd stroke was activated by that seeped-in mana.

New flesh began to grow on my forearm that had looked hideously distorted. It’s not just new flesh growing. Severed nerves regrew, and my wrecked body began to recover instantly.

Finally, 3 strokes.

I’ve managed to unlock this super regeneration.
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The next day, I headed to the living room. Seeing me drinking coffee with a nonchalant face, Han Seo-hyeon fell backwards.

“B-Boss! Y-Your arm!”

“Oh, it’s back to normal.”

“Why do you look so unsurprised! What on earth happened last night?”

At those words, I gazed into the distance.

A lot really happened. Thinking about it now, recklessly bursting my mana circuits saying it would regenerate anyway was certainly crazy.

—If Super Regeneration hadn’t activated in time, you would have died.

‘I know.’

But it was really a close call. I didn’t want to waste time for that narrow margin.

Han Seo-hyeon stared at my arm, which had become clean without a single wound, as if fascinated.

“Does it really not hurt anymore?”

“Yeah, it’s completely fine.”

“Oh.”

Kim Jae-ho, who had appeared at some point, was also poking at my arm. I shooed away the two annoying guys.

Anyway, now that my recovery is finished, it’s time to do some cleanup. But before that, there was one thing I needed to find out.

“Where is the Butcher’s corpse?”

“That guy’s corpse?”

“Yeah, we left it behind, right? Who cleaned it up?”

“Why on earth…”

“Obviously because of you. Do you know how hard it is to get the corpse of a high-rank awakener? Plus, he’s a villain with no family. It should be easy for us to acquire it.”


Han Seo-hyeon said he could operate 3 more skeletons thanks to the growth from this incident. Then I should get him a proper one.

Han Seo-hyeon made a sad face when he realized why I was looking for Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse.

“Ugh! I don’t like that person.”

“But he was quite successful when alive. It would be perfect for making a skeleton.”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded reluctantly while still making a displeased face.

“I’ll look into it.”

As Han Seo-hyeon said that, rats gathered around him.

“Wow.”

There seemed to be at least thirty, whereas before there were only five or six. It shows how much Han Seo-hyeon’s skills have improved.

“I think I can find out soon.”

I nodded.

“First, steal the corpse from there.”

“Okay!”

—There’s no one else who would make such a bright face at the words ‘let’s steal a corpse.’

‘Isn’t it because the worry he’s had all this time is gone?’

I decided to understand Han Seo-hyeon. He was clearly happy since my arm had returned.

“Stop poking it.”

I said to Kim Jae-ho, who was still tapping my arm.

Kim Jae-ho moved away from me with an embarrassed face.

That night, we headed to the morgue Han Seo-hyeon had found.


“That was faster than I expected.”

“A lot of information leaked. I guess it’s because it’s a case the whole country is interested in.”

He said he found the location right away after overhearing people’s conversations a few times. Indeed, there’s nothing better than Han Seo-hyeon’s ability for finding something stashed in one place.

The Butcher Park Sang-pyeon had no family. It means there was no one to claim the body. Whether they couldn’t dispose of it carelessly or still had more to investigate, Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse was still in the morgue.

Breaking through the morgue’s surveillance and infiltrating was extremely easy.

The security was lax to begin with since it only housed corpses, and our infiltration skills had improved quite a bit.

Arriving at the morgue, I immediately opened the door where Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse was stored. I lowered Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse to the floor with telekinesis and involuntarily let out a groan.

“Euk.”

The Butcher’s corpse didn’t look in very good condition at a glance. Pierced by dozens of ice spears, mauled by Hound, slashed by Kim Jae-ho. And finally, he stabbed his own heart.

And on top of that, the lightning that fell like divine punishment.

There wasn’t a single intact spot on the corpse that had been torn apart and burned all over.

“Can you make this into a skeleton?”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my question.

“The bones aren’t damaged, so it’s fine. Oh, and it seems getting struck by lightning actually worked out well. There’s a lot of residual mana left in the corpse, so I think I can make something beyond a skeleton.”

“Really?”

“Yes, a high-rank corpse is definitely better.”

It’s truly an inhuman conversation to have over a corpse, but the guy before us was a criminal who had massacred countless innocent people.

Now that he’s dead anyway, isn’t it better to use him for saving the world? There’s no better way to recycle.

“But didn’t you say you need consent to make a skeleton?”

The problem is that we need this guy’s consent to make a contract.


He probably won’t agree readily since he died by our hands. Thinking of his personality when alive makes me sick.

“Ah, about that… I think I can somehow persuade him.”

“I see, the persuasion is up to you. Let’s pack him up for now.”

I stuffed the corpse into a lightweight bag. Moving the corpse became Kim Jae-ho’s job since he’s strong. Kim Jae-ho took the corpse from me obediently while making a very reluctant face.

Before leaving the morgue, I left our symbol and carved a message.

It was a message breaking our silence so far.

* * *

“Weltschmerz has appeared!”

At that news, Do Chae-hee dropped what she was doing and immediately headed to the morgue. The details could be heard on the way. Kim Yong-won, a still inexperienced team member, asked Do Chae-hee as she arrived at the scene:

“Why on earth did they steal Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse?”

“Weltschmerz has a necromancer.”

Weltschmerz left the same signature they had been leaving at their scenes, as if they wanted to make it known it was them who took the Butcher’s corpse. The difference from other scenes was that there was one more short message in English below it.

[You can’t run away from Tod.]

“You can’t run away from Tod?”

As Do Chae-hee was interpreting the English, a familiar voice was heard behind her.

“Ah, that. It seems to be the German word ‘Tod’. It means death. So the interpretation would be ‘You can’t run away from death’. It’s actually true. Park Sang-pyeon died, but they even took his corpse to make an undead.”

Park Cheol-wan entered, nodding briefly to greet team members at the scene.

“So you’re saying this ‘death’ that you can’t run away from refers to Han Seo-hyeon?”

“That’s likely the case. The first letter is capitalized. It’s a name. Tod. That would be Han Seo-hyeon’s villain name.”

Park Cheol-wan added:

“They could have made Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse into an undead at the scene, but they deliberately raided the morgue probably because they wanted to show off this fact as much as possible.”

They caused this incident when interest in Weltschmerz, who had been silent for a week after the duel with the Butcher, was at its peak.

Do Chae-hee looked at Park Cheol-wan with shining eyes. Park Cheol-wan’s deductive skills were certainly amazing. As if proving he hadn’t wasted his years of experience, Park Cheol-wan quickly organized the scene and drew conclusions.

Park Cheol-wan sighed and said:

“Their intentions are so transparent that I want to prevent this story from spreading as much as possible, but…”

The whole nation’s interest in Weltschmerz wasn’t something that could be stopped even if they tried. This story would spread soon.

Gossipmongers would spread this story and embellish it as they pleased.

“There’s no better material for sensational talk than this.”

“I guess you’re right.”

Even though one of their members became publicly wanted, Weltschmerz wasn’t intimidated at all. Rather, they even left this warning using that publicly wanted Han Seo-hyeon.

It’s a response that seems like they were even waiting for Han Seo-hyeon’s information to spread after becoming publicly wanted.

If information about Han Seo-hyeon hadn’t spread, no one would have been afraid even if the corpse disappeared. But now everyone knows.

What Weltschmerz will do with that corpse.

“Haah.”

Another sigh escaped Do Chae-hee’s mouth.

“Nothing was caught on CCTV. It’s clean.”

“Where did the information leak? How did they find out about this place?”

“I don’t know that either. It’s like at the auction.”

It was truly admirably clean work. She had rushed to the scene, but it was another dead end. Do Chae-hee’s eyes narrowed.

“Has the psychometry ability user not been recruited yet?”

“They’re coming tomorrow, tomorrow. They’re knocked out right now.”

Psychometry was an ability that was very burdensome for the user. They constantly had headaches because unwanted information also poured in every time they used it, and their mental strength was worn down from seeing countless horrific scenes.

As such, they are precious talents who don’t enter just any scene.

They succeeded in getting psychometry assigned as the whole nation’s attention was focused on this case, but it means they can’t recklessly read every scene.

As if reading Do Chae-hee’s thoughts, Park Cheol-wan carefully opened his mouth.

“I’m wondering if we really need to call them here. What they’ll read here is obvious. Those guys wouldn’t have left their faces behind.”

“So we don’t call them to this place where it’s obvious they came?”

“Who said we’re not calling them? We called them, so put that mouth away. You’ll stab me soon at this rate.”

Do Chae-hee finally put her mouth away at those words.

“Yes.”

But you never know. Maybe that psychometry will provide decisive evidence for arresting them.

Do Chae-hee still hadn’t given up hope.

* * *

As Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan expected, this news spread to the world immediately.

You can’t run away even from death!

To think they would use the fact that they have a necromancer like this!

Some said Weltschmerz were definitely vicious villains as expected. And some said what’s the problem since they dealt with a villain anyway.

In any case, the public found this fact quite horrifying.

But unlike the public, there were those who welcomed this fact.

“They’re definitely crazy!”

Those who had risen to the Top welcomed Weltschmerz’s actions. Especially Gemini sincerely thought Weltschmerz’s method was genius.

“Isn’t it similar to auntie? Just like auntie makes dolls, they drag around their own army made from enemies.”

The Puppeteer only nodded at Gemini’s words. Her eyes, which had lost passion long ago, remained deeply sunken even in this situation.

Gemini involuntarily turned her gaze to the now empty chair, avoiding her uninteresting reaction.

“Ah, I wish the old man would come back soon.”

At that moment, the old man Gemini was eagerly waiting for was setting foot at the place where Weltschmerz and the Butcher had clashed.

Although they tried to clean up the scene thoroughly, it hadn’t even been 10 days since the incident. The traces of battle still remained intact.

The black robe slowly moved his hand.

Blood that had seeped into the ground began to rise.

Although it had clearly dried up long ago, the blood droplets gathering at Chu Ma-geol’s fingertips were as vividly red as if they had just flowed.

The blood droplets slowly began to move following Chu Ma-geol’s fingertips. Chu Ma-geol slowly moved his steps following the direction the blood droplets guided.
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Now that we’ve revealed Weltschmerz is still active, we’ve put out the urgent fire. Our evaluation on the dark web has risen vertically, as if this incident felt like a warning.

“Now the problem is the Top, huh.”

Anyway, we’re the ones who took down the Butcher, a member of the Top. Naturally, we’ll belong to the Top. As if hearing my muttering, Ray asked:

—How do you enter this Top?

‘To be honest, I don’t know much either.’

The Top is an organization thoroughly veiled in secrecy.

No, actually it’s subtle to even call it an organization. It’s just ranking villains.

But as someone who was under Seol Rok-jin, I actually know that some of the villains in that Top are quite close-knit.

I wonder if about half of the Top members are that close-knit?

Dealing with the Top was Seol Rok-jin’s job, so I don’t know the details, but I found out later because when Blood Mage was killed by a hunter, the Top villains collectively sought revenge.

That revenge was so vicious that afterwards, there was no more talk of subjugating or arresting Top villains.

While there’s such a close-knit ‘Top’, there were members like the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon who made it onto the Top but couldn’t join the organization and were alienated. The former could be called true members of the Top, but what I want is the latter position.

—Why?

‘It’s uncomfortable to belong to another organization when I’ve already created Weltschmerz. And originally, those guys are real villains. They’re different from me who just put on a villain shell roughly.’

Villains among villains. Those who have fermented in the Top have committed evil deeds so terrible it’s hard to even mention. I have no intention of being friendly with them.

‘The problem is if they want us.’

The Butcher Park Sang-pyeon never received recruitment from the Top in his lifetime. He probably lived satisfied just being on the Top, but in fact, he never really made it to the true Top.

The Top doesn’t accept just anyone as their own.

What about Weltschmerz? Are we desirable enough for them to want as their own?

Unfortunately, according to my prediction, the answer to that question is ‘YES’.


It’s not common for someone to cause such a big stir in Korea. But we have to refuse.

Hmm, refusing a recruitment offer from those who are evil among the evil. Can we survive this?

—Ahem, it would certainly be difficult.

“Well, I’m trying not to worry too much since I might be counting my chickens before they hatch.”

Anyway, we don’t even know if the Top is watching us yet.

“Now that we have some leeway, I should first make a workshop.”

There’s a lot to do, but the most urgent is making a workshop we can use in here. That way we can process mana stones and make artifacts with them. We also needed to somehow modify the demonic sword Park Sang-pyeon was carrying. I’m uneasy about it just being stashed in a corner.

I decided to use the Red Flame Mana Stone currently supporting the base as the core to handle the workshop furnace’s firepower.

We’ll just use it together temporarily until we find something suitable later. It’s a decision we can make because the mana used for maintaining the base is minimal anyway.

Although processing mana stones might take some time, I needed to make a bracelet quickly. Without a bracelet, I’m just a mediocre B-rank awakener.

—You’d be better than that though?

‘Well, I’ve certainly gotten much stronger than before after unlocking 3 strokes this time. But compared to what people know now, it’s still a miserable level.’

My abilities tend to be overly overestimated right now.

To people who don’t know I was fighting while constantly recharging mana with the mana bracelet, my mana seems to be known as almost sea-level, and then I even shot that lightning on top of that.

Even so, I couldn’t stop laughing when I saw posts estimating me as a 7-Circle awakener.

7-Circle for me who was bedridden for a week after using that level of firepower once?

Knowing what a monster the real 7-Circle awakener Yoo Seon-je is, I can only laugh.

There’s a lot of hype, but in a position where I need to use this hype for a while, I can’t burst the bubble. Rather, I need to quickly make a bubble maker to create more bubbles.

So, making a workshop.

Seeing me say I needed to make a workshop, Han Seo-hyeon was shocked.


“Again! We’re doing construction again?”

“Yeah, we can’t keep using other people’s workshops forever.”

“I’m sick of it, so sick of it.”

I understand you’re tired of having to make bricks again, but…

“I’m thinking of making a staff for you to use with that mana stone.”

“Huh?”

Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with a surprised face.

“It’s better for Jae-ho to enhance his physical abilities, and I can use a bracelet. In the end, you’re the one best suited to fully utilize the mana from that mana stone, right?”

“Huuuh!”

Han Seo-hyeon jumped up from his seat.

“What should we do first?”

—He’s such an easy-to-read kid.

I let out a small laugh.

We decided to put the workshop location outside. There were many empty rooms in the base, but we couldn’t put an ultra-high temperature furnace in those empty rooms.

Actually, considering various efficiencies, it would be better to build it underground (the warmth would circulate up to above the workshop, making it an automatic floor heating system), but I held off because Han Seo-hyeon would really revolt if I suggested underground construction.

“Hmm.”

For now, I plan to imitate the personal workshop at Professor Geum’s house. With Ray, who has perfect memory, drawing the blueprint was quick.

After finishing the blueprint, we started making bricks in earnest.

“Uuugh! I thought I’d never do this again!”

Han Seo-hyeon danced with joy at the physical labor after a long time.


“Haha, kid. No need to be that happy.”

—Anyone can see he hates it.

‘They say language has power. So it’s better to speak as positively as possible.’

The one practicing my words best was Han Seo-hyeon.

“Wow! We only have to make tens of thousands this time! It’ll be over in no time!”

How accustomed to manual labor have you become? Kim Jae-ho also started helping, and the way he carried mud looked as skilled as if he had rolled around construction sites for 30 years.

—I can’t tell if this is a villain group or a labor force group.

“It’s all to save this world, you know.”

That’s right, that’s right. I smiled contentedly.

“Boss! Are you slacking off right now?”

“No, I’m the site supervisor.”

—You’re slacking off!

“You’re slacking off!”

Hearing the simultaneous nagging from the two, I got up. My plan to sneak in some rest had failed.

* * *

Even while constructing the workshop, we didn’t stop our individual training. It would be putting the cart before the horse if we stopped personal training while building the workshop to get stronger.

As a result, Han Seo-hyeon finally succeeded in turning the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse into a skeleton.

Black mana gathered in the air following Han Seo-hyeon’s hand gestures. What appeared through that mana was a skeleton wearing armor.

Unlike the first skeleton summoned naked, this one was even holding a weapon in its hand.

It definitely felt like a next-level skeleton.

“Oh.”

The one made from the Butcher’s corpse was different in color from the start. Unlike the first skeleton made of white bones, this one’s entire body was made of black bones, as if proving it was made with dark magic.

After clashing swords, I found it was much harder. Its movements were also much smoother. Unlike the first skeleton that always moved stiffly, this one moved much faster and more fluidly.

“How did you make the contract?”

What on earth did he do to get the Butcher’s consent? Han Seo-hyeon grinned at my question.

“Did you know you can torture souls too?”

“Huh?”

“It worked, you know.”

Is that something to say with such a smile? Well, Han Seo-hyeon’s mental health has long since left my hands.

Anyway, no matter how great this guy is, its job was already set.

Carrying bricks.

“It’s faster with two of them carrying!”

Following Whitey, now Blackey too. They were immediately put to work at the construction site.

Thanks to them, the construction time was definitely reduced.

In 3 days, I was able to complete the workshop and furnace.

The process itself was similar to when we built the house. Make bricks with mana flowing through them, then engrave overall mana circuits into those bricks.

The only difference was adding a few extra processes to withstand ultra-high temperatures.

There were at least five mana circuits engraved here.

Ultra-heating, automatic repair, flame resistance, increased durability, shape transformation.

I even engraved several mana circuits of the 3-stroke talent I just started handling.

It was natural considering the temperature would easily rise to thousands of degrees.

Anyway, making it wasn’t that difficult. Compared to when we built the house, adding one more room was certainly lighter.

We also had more manpower than back then.

Everyone must have gotten the hang of it too. The first material to be handled there was, honestly, too much for me.

I took out Yebrica’s mana stone.

“To be honest, I think there’ll be about 30% loss if I process it.”

—Not ‘think’, there will be.

“Hmm.”

But there’s no suitable person to entrust this to. It’s awkward to go to the black market now that we’ve become wanted.

I thought about entrusting it to Professor Geum, but I didn’t want to make a pitiful request.

—You’re sulking.

‘I’m not sulking. Really? I’m absolutely not sulking. I’m really not regretful at all.’

Still, I do know the method of refining mana stones itself. Actually, the method of refining mana stones is so simple it’s ambiguous to say I ‘know’ it.

“It’s just continuously heating at ultra-high temperatures.”

That’s right. The best way to refine mana stones is heating.

Originally, mana stones are lumps of mana accumulated by some monster as it lived. Impurities are bound to be mixed in. The process of burning and burning to make it pure is called refining.

I applied heat to the furnace. The mana circuit connected to the Red Flame Mana Stone started spewing thousands of degrees of heat.

I placed Yebrica’s mana stone in the center of the heated high-temperature furnace.

You just keep heating it like this for days.

The mana stone soon started heating up. At first there was no change, but something started dripping like sweat beads from the surface of the red-hot mana stone.

Impurities are coming out.

I plan to make a staff for Han Seo-hyeon as soon as that mana stone is refined. I don’t plan to do any unnecessary processing. I don’t have that ability in the first place.

For now, I think just keeping that mana stone’s shape and making it into a staff form will produce at least a B-rank staff, so I plan to hand that over.

Later when I have the ability, I’ll change it to something better.

—Are you really only planning to make the kid’s thing with that mana stone?

“Splitting the mana stone would be a big loss. If we use it whole, it should go to Seo-hyeon.”

My current position is short to mid-range dealer. Until a proper vanguard comes in, I need to handle close combat, so a weapon made with that size mana stone would just be cumbersome for me.

It might be okay for Han Seo-hyeon who will stay in the rear, but it’s not great for warrior types either.

A bracelet is enough for me.

—I don’t know if you lack greed or what.

“Instead, don’t worry because I plan to milk it for all it’s worth.”

* * *

Do Chae-hee took a deep breath at the arrival of the long-awaited psychometry user.

“Hello.”

“Yes, is this the scene?”

The woman in her mid-20s named Yoo Chae-rin looked extremely tired at a glance. The carelessly worn cardigan was full of pills and her dark circles reached down to her chin.

Even Do Chae-hee, who had been breathing fire until just now, couldn’t shout in front of her. She felt newly sorry.

Yoo Chae-rin placed her hand on the floor. After a moment, Yoo Chae-rin, who had staggered as if dizzy for a moment, straightened up and opened her mouth.

“Um, I saw a few scenes…”

Yoo Chae-rin slowly opened her mouth.

“It seems to be the three that make up Weltschmerz. Han Seo-hyeon called that person ‘boss’.”

“What about the face?”

Do Chae-hee pulled out a photo from her bosom.

It was that face discovered in Australia.

“Did you see this face?”

“Hmm, I think I saw it. The image quality wasn’t that clear to begin with.”

Psychometry wasn’t such a convenient technique. Because all the memories from that place were read, sometimes it only extracted scenes unrelated to the incident. Is this a bust too? Just as Do Chae-hee was disappointed, that’s when:

“Ah, there was one noteworthy point.”

Yoo Chae-rin took out a notepad from her bosom and quickly sketched a drawing.

“A person came to that morgue. A person wearing a black robe like this.”

Do Chae-hee frowned at those words.

“Who is this?”
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I furrowed my brow while drawing the blueprint for the bracelet. Unlike last time when I made it carelessly, this time I intended to make it properly.

Although I can use Super Regeneration now, I wanted to prevent my arm from getting scorched every time I use the bracelet.

The number of mana circuits I can use has increased, but wrapping it in flame resistance would be a waste. I should make it so I can utilize it properly.

I’d like it not to be too thick and to be able to comfortably charge mana stone powder.

My desires kept increasing. But somehow, after thinking about it, I felt I could find a way.

This time, there were many points for improvement.

First of all, I decided to reduce the thickness of the bracelet. The original bracelet was too thick to begin with. As a result, it was heavy, and there was also the problem of the bracelet not cooling down easily once it heated up.

It was an unavoidable phenomenon since it was made through a mold. This time, I decided to try shaping it by directly hammering the metal instead of using a mold. It would be much more difficult, but I thought if I took my time to process the metal, spread it as thin as possible, and then wrap it to fit my arm, it might work somehow.

I also decided to change the charging method.

Mana stone powder is convenient to carry, but it has the disadvantage of scattering powder every time you charge. That’s why I had to stop and carefully tilt the potion bottle. Wasn’t that why Park Sang-pyeon caught me charging mana?

This time, I plan to make it so you can insert the mana stone itself instead of mana stone powder. If I engrave mana circuits densely inside where the mana stone is inserted, I should be able to extract mana effectively without having to crush it.

Just as I was making the blueprint for the bracelet like that.

Ray sent out a warning.

—Someone has come to the vicinity.

I frowned at Ray’s words. I couldn’t feel anything.

‘Really?’

—Yes! They’re looking around near this mountain range.

At those words, I hurriedly put on my mask and went outside. Following Ray’s guidance as I went down, a man wearing a black robe came into view.

“Who are you?”

I used honorifics since I didn’t know their identity. The person in the black robe turned their head towards me and said in a rough voice:


“Haha, this is an honor to meet the famous Weltschmerz.”

The man who said that to me started sprinkling something red in front of my eyes by waving his hand.

“If I do this, will you know who I am?”

I hardened my face at the red blood magic circle floating in front of my eyes. Blood Mage, Chu Ma-geol. As I expected, a figure from the Top has come to recruit us.

People born with dark magic are not common, but not particularly rare either. Unlike other mana, dark magic that borders on death certainly has a bad image.

Even Babel Academy, called the best hunter academy in Korea, completely refuses admission to those with dark magic.

But the image of dark magic wasn’t this bad from the beginning. If we were to name someone who sent the image of dark magic to the bottom in Korea, we can’t leave out the Black Robe in front of me, Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol.

The man in front of me handled blood with his mana. He was a genius who created his own blood magic using magic with that blood.

But I couldn’t feel any awe looking at him.

To refine his magic using mana imbued in ‘blood’ as a medium, Chu Ma-geol walked the path of a mass murderer, killing countless people and collecting their blood to accumulate it.

It’s estimated that the number of people who died by his hand over the past thirty years may reach tens of thousands.

As a result, he became a master of magic using blood as a medium.

The fact that he could find me too…

“Did you track my blood?”

“That’s right.”

From the ‘blood’ I left at the scene where I fought Park Sang-pyeon, Chu Ma-geol found me with just that.

My blood was spinning at the fingertips Chu Ma-geol raised.

Indeed, his control over blood is ridiculously high. Even from a scene that’s several days old, he could extract just my blood to this extent.

“That’s a bit unpleasant, no matter how you look at it.”

“Well, now that I’ve met you, there’s no need to keep this anymore.”


At my words, Chu Ma-geol waved his hand to scatter the blood. But that’s all just for show. If he wants, he could gather that scattered blood again.

I nodded as if thanking him for his consideration.

“By the way, I’m not sure why the Blood Mage has come here.”

I continued speaking calmly.

“Really? You really don’t know? Honestly, I thought it was a bit obvious.”

Chu Ma-geol, who said that, told me.

“But if you noticed my tracking and came out to greet me in advance like this, it seems you’re not very pleased that I came here.”

“Since I don’t know your intentions, I can only be afraid.”

If it weren’t for Ray, Chu Ma-geol might have come to our base. The thought sent a chill down my spine. Of course, we’ve applied concealment and hiding, so it wouldn’t be easily discovered, but Chu Ma-geol was the first person to track us this far.

The tips of my hair stood on end from the sense of crisis.

The concealment spread on the base isn’t perfect for an awakener of that level. It would be a big problem if he notices the ‘blood’ in there.

I waved my hand to raise the ground and create a table and two chairs. Chu Ma-geol let out an exclamation of surprise at my action.

“I thought your talents were only water and lightning.”

Oops.

—Did you forget!

I’ve been moving the earth attribute too much lately while making the workshop, so I used it naturally without realizing. But I continued speaking calmly.

“I didn’t say anything. People just assumed that on their own.”

“Haha! That’s right. Everyone’s talking without knowing anything.”

The atmosphere isn’t bad for now. Chu Ma-geol obediently sat in the chair I made.

I also sat across from him.


“I’ll ask straightforwardly, join the Top.”

It’s not even asking, but notifying. I said to Chu Ma-geol:

“I’ll answer straightforwardly. No.”

“What?”

Chu Ma-geol made a dumbfounded voice at my words. It seems he didn’t expect this situation at all.

Well, if you’re a villain, you’d think it’s an honor to rise to the Top, and since there are no forced activities even if you rise to the Top, there’s no reason to refuse.

“How impudent.”

An ominous aura rose around Chu Ma-geol.

“Don’t think I won’t kill you just because I came to recruit you.”

“In the first place, why are you trying to recruit me?”

As if deflated by my calm question, Chu Ma-geol continued with a sigh:

“Hunters each make their guilds or whatever. There’s no reason we can’t band together too.”

But no matter how I thought about it, the answer was set.

“Um. I’m sorry, but I’ll refuse.”

The Top, the leash called the Top, is not necessary for my goal.

Chu Ma-geol asked:

“…Why?”

“Because there’s no reason to join.”

“Haha! How arrogant!”

“You can think that if you want, but that’s my true feelings.”

Looking at me, Chu Ma-geol stared at my face for a while as if at a loss for words. Well, I guess that’s natural. I must be the first guy to refuse so politely while acting like this.

Yes, I had no intention of messing with this old geezer.

Chu Ma-geol is a problem, but the moment I mess with that old geezer, all the villains in the Top will come rushing in. Then our Weltschmerz will be erased from this world in an instant.

But I can’t join the Top either.

The moment I belong to the Top, it’s no different from falling into Seol Rok-jin’s hands. The Top is clearly connected to Seol Rok-jin.

I said to Chu Ma-geol:

“You’re certainly strong, sir. But I know our compatibility is the worst.”

At my words, Chu Ma-geol closed his mouth.

Both the water and lightning talents I showed are completely opposite to Chu Ma-geol. Why? Because I could freeze or scorch his blood.

I gathered lightning at my fingertips.

“I don’t want to be at odds with the Top either. No, it would be more accurate to say I’m not interested. I have my own goals.”

“The Top guarantees freedom.”

“Then guarantee my freedom. I don’t want to join the Top.”

Chu Ma-geol looked at my fingertips sparking with lightning and let out a groan. The reason he didn’t deny my words, which were no different from wordplay, was clearly because he found my talents uncomfortable.

To fight me, he would have to be prepared to die, but my attitude must be confusing him. I treated Chu Ma-geol very politely. At least, I tried to. So it’s a bit ambiguous to fight.

He must think it’s a waste to risk his life just because I didn’t join the Top.

“Kids these days have no manners.”

Saying that, Chu Ma-geol stood up.

“I’m sorry, since you came all the way here.”

“Forget it, you brat.”

Chu Ma-geol, who said that, glared at me and said:

“The Top will be watching you.”

At those words, I withdrew the lightning. This is a very good ending. Chu Ma-geol, who left a warning, went down along the mountain.

When Chu Ma-geol’s back was no longer visible, Ray said:

—It would have been difficult if we had fought that man.

‘I would have died.’

I, without a mana bracelet, would have been miserably defeated.

“I need to make the bracelet quickly.”

I felt urgent.

* * *

Chu Ma-geol turned his head back.

“What an impolite yet polite bastard.”

And he was strangely lacking in hostility. His voice was calm throughout. Even in front of Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol, even when uttering threats that weren’t quite threats to that Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol, there was no wavering in him.

What could be found in him was annoyance.

Annoyance at having to come down here himself and deal with Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol.

The reason he bothered to use honorifics and treat him like an adult was probably because of that annoyance too.

He was never afraid of Chu Ma-geol. Even saying he was afraid was just words uttered ceremoniously, there was not a bit of fear towards the Blood Mage felt from him.

‘He used earth power too.’

That was a show-off.

Having two talents alone is counted on one hand in the world. And another talent on top of that? Or if this isn’t the end?

Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol had no choice but to be dragged along by that guy’s show of force. That’s why he suppressed his temper and went along with his words, and left as the guy ‘conceded’.

“Brat.”

Chu Ma-geol muttered like that. Even after returning to the Top, words didn’t come out easily due to embarrassment. He had thought that guy would obviously accept his offer.

“He said he won’t join the Top.”

“Whaat? Is he crazy?”

There are those who rise to the Top but don’t act, but this is the first time someone has so blatantly ignored the Top like this.

“Haha! He’s an interesting guy.”

Gemini laughed out loud on the spot.

“He refused even though you went, old man? Then what happened? Did you teach him a lesson?”

Gemini asked Chu Ma-geol with expectant eyes. The Puppeteer spoke slowly from the corner.

“He couldn’t have. Because he would have lost.”

“I didn’t lose, I didn’t!”

The Puppeteer let out a snicker. She and the Blood Mage were enemies. The Puppeteer, who usually doesn’t open her mouth easily, opened her mouth just to tease the Blood Mage.

“Well, the compatibility is really bad. Lightning, and even ice.”

To Gemini, who was saying that, Chu Ma-geol added:

“And earth.”

“What?”

“That bastard moved earth in front of me.”

At those words, silence fell on the Top.

“He’s a guy who uses three talents. Or he’s using one very special talent.”

* * *

The name Weltschmerz has now spread quite a bit overseas. The name that was barely circulating in Korea at first started spreading because of Taika Cooper. The subsequent fight with the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon also spread quite a bit.

It was rare for a fight to be broadcast in real-time after all.

As a result, that name started flowing even in some broadcast in far-off China.

Weltschmerz, a villain who’s starting to make a name for himself in Korea, they say.

[Korea…]

Life returned to the face of a certain girl who heard that name.

[Korea, they say.]

Xie Haozhu, her eyes began to shine.
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‘Weltschmerz…’

Jeong Ho-san’s mind was very troubled by the news he’d been hearing lately. The moment he saw the publicly wanted face of a suspect belonging to Weltschmerz, Jeong Ho-san was so surprised he forgot to breathe for a moment.

Han Seo-hyeon.

Although he had never met him in person, the name and face were familiar.

He was the only brother of the victim Han Jo-hee in the ‘Han Jo-hee murder case’ that everyone must have forgotten by now.

And the suspect in that case was his friend, Kang Yi-sin.

The moment Jeong Ho-san heard the news that a murder had occurred, he sought out Han Seo-hyeon.

It might be called foolish guilt and responsibility, but he thought he couldn’t just abandon a 17-year-old child who had become an orphan overnight.

As long as Kang Yi-sin was the suspect in this case, he just couldn’t.

But Jeong Ho-san couldn’t go to Han Seo-hyeon.

Missing after stealing Han Jo-hee’s corpse from the morgue.

Until Han Seo-hyeon became publicly wanted, that was all Jeong Ho-san knew about Han Seo-hyeon’s whereabouts.

It’s only been four months since the Han Jo-hee murder case occurred. What on earth happened to Han Seo-hyeon during those four months?

‘Are you looking for Yi-sin?’

Did he even join a criminal organization called Weltschmerz for revenge? Jeong Ho-san’s mind was complicated.

His friend who suddenly disappeared and Han Seo-hyeon.

As long as he belongs to the villain organization Weltschmerz, Han Seo-hyeon will try to find Kang Yi-sin more relentlessly than anyone. He would probably use illegal methods that Jeong Ho-san, officially belonging to a guild, couldn’t use.

‘I can’t let Yi-sin die.’

Kang Yi-sin dying without him knowing. It was such a horrible thought that he shook his head involuntarily just imagining it.

Calming his complicated feelings, Jeong Ho-san went outside.


He was planning to go home to sleep and come out again.

Someone blocked Jeong Ho-san’s path.

“Are you Jeong Ho-san?”

“Yes, what is it?”

“I came to ask about Kang Yi-sin.”

At that question, Jeong Ho-san’s demeanor changed instantly. Looking closely at the two men in front of him, he had an intuition that they were certainly not good people.

The man with a handsome face wearing a suit might be okay, but the large man standing behind him certainly had a vicious look as if engaged in illegal activities.

“What’s this about?”

“Your friend borrowed money from me and just ran away.”

The one who answered Jeong Ho-san’s words was the man standing in front of the large man. Jeong Ho-san, who finally guessed the situation, scattered the mana he had drawn up and said:

“Are you the loan shark who lent money to Yi-sin?”

“Loan shark?”

“Ahem, let’s not do this and go somewhere quiet to talk.”

While the man was crumpling his face, the big guy interjected. Jeong Ho-san narrowed his eyes looking at that big guy. Although he didn’t like it at all, they couldn’t keep talking like this on the street.

So the three people came to a nearby franchise cafe. Only then could Jeong Ho-san hear the names of the two people, or rather, the team leader’s name.

Team leader of a place called Push and Cash, Choi In-hyuk.

“Boss, oh, no! Team leader, what would you like to drink?”

“Americano.”

“Yes, and you…”

“Just buy him something. Tell him to eat anything.”


“It’s one drink per person here…”

“Fine, then make it all Americanos.”

“Huk, can’t I have something sweet?”

At the childish words of the big guy, Kim Du-sik, Choi In-hyuk’s eyes turned fierce. Kim Du-sik finally headed to the counter with his shoulders drooping.

Choi In-hyuk opened his mouth.

“The reason I came here is because I wanted to check if Jeong Ho-san might be hiding his friend Kang Yi-sin.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san crumpled his face. To have such dirty suspicions.

“Not at all. In the first place, what made you trust Yi-sin enough to lend him 130 million won? The interest rate was ridiculous to begin with…”

“Ha, our interest rates are all within legal levels. You shouldn’t talk like that about what I lent with a kind heart because he was so desperate. Wasn’t it because you were completely untrustworthy as a friend that he came to me in the first place?”

Jeong Ho-san glared at Choi In-hyuk. It was a thought that had been troubling him anyway. That maybe Yi-sin borrowed from loan sharks because I was completely untrustworthy.

He didn’t want to hear those words from such a dirty loan shark.

“Did you saddle him with debt intending to sell him off in the first place? Isn’t this all just a show? Didn’t you sell Yi-sin off somewhere else and then come looking for me?”

“What nonsense! I’m the victim! I’m already frustrated enough about having my money stolen, and what? Sell him off?”

“I’m saying, didn’t you target Yi-sin knowing about his lying talent from the beginning?”

“Ah, lying? Yeah, that bastard lied to me from the start. He told me he could only use low-frequency!”

Choi In-hyuk, who shouted like that, rubbed his face. He didn’t seem to be pretending not to know. He really knows absolutely nothing about Kang Yi-sin.

“Ha.”

It seemed impossible to find Kang Yi-sin like this after all. He hadn’t had high expectations to begin with, but…

“Forget it, I had expectations because you’re his friend. But it seems you really don’t know anything.”

At Choi In-hyuk’s words, Jeong Ho-san clenched his fist. Choi In-hyuk stood up. Kim Du-sik, who had belatedly returned with the drinks, shouted in surprise.


“B-Boss! Are you leaving?”

“Yes!”

“What about the drinks? Should I change them to take-out?”

“Just come!”

Hearing the words ringing out behind him, Jeong Ho-san quietly clenched his fist.

-I had expectations because you’re his friend. But it seems you really don’t know anything.

Choi In-hyuk’s words stabbed his heart.

Really, was he…

‘Am I really your friend, Yi-sin?’

If Kang Yi-sin were in front of him, he wanted to ask that.

* * *

“Good, good!”

I smiled looking at the bracelet in my hand. I was able to complete it faster than expected.

I poured all my concentration into making the bracelet because of the sense of crisis that arose after meeting Blood Mage Chu Ma-geol.

=====

Mana Assist Bracelet / B-Grade

—–

Accessory · Auxiliary

A bracelet made by tempering mithril and decorating it with Montoro snail shells.

It does not heat up easily and is light and flexible.

It transmits mana from the mana stone charged in the charging device to the wearer.

=====

The bracelet I made before was C-grade, but this is B-grade! The description was as positive as the increased grade.

The biggest gain was using Montoro snail shells, which are used as insulation, to prevent the bracelet from heating up. Now I won’t get burned by my own bracelet anymore.

By the way, I ‘obtained’ this material from nearby guild warehouses.

Going to the black market has become burdensome now that Weltschmerz’s notoriety has increased much more than before, so I had no choice but to borrow materials like this.

—You don’t leave Weltschmerz’s name for things like this.

‘Ahem, ahem.’

Refining the mana stone was finished too. The refined mana stone was brilliantly golden like amber. Was it because it was Yebrica’s mana stone that handled sand? Sand particles could be seen moving inside.

Time passed well just looking at it quietly.

The name attached to it was Hoan’s Mana Stone.

=====

Hoan’s Mana Stone / A-Grade

—–

Material · Mana Stone

A mana stone with impurities removed by heating at ultra-high temperatures.

Contains Yebrica’s mana.

=====

The grade of the refined mana stone was A-grade. It was the same grade as the Red Flame Mana Stone that went into building this house.

I had expected it might even come out as S-grade since the size was so impressive before refining, but whether because the refining method was crude or because the size shrank during refining, it came out as A-grade. Still, I thought this level might be top-tier among A-grades.

I brought a tree branch I had prepared in advance. Don’t dismiss it as just a tree branch. It’s a mana-infused branch I made by striking lightning on the oldest tree I found searching this forest myself.

I engraved over 10 mana circuits on it. Mana auxiliary, vitality enhancement, energy enhancement, a few simple defense circuits. This was enough.

I inserted the mana stone into the gap I had made in the branch beforehand. The two artifacts fit together smoothly.

At that moment, light burst in front of my eyes.

=====

Hoan’s Staff / A-Grade

—–

Weapon · Staff

A staff made by embedding Hoan’s Mana Stone into a lightning-struck old tree.

Assists the wearer’s mana and smooths mana manifestation.

Helps the user using Yebrica’s mana.

Haste · Shield usable every 24 hours.

=====

It was a jackpot. An A-grade staff, no less! Of course, it’s because the materials were incredibly good, but I made an A-grade item with my own hands for the first time.

By the way, maybe because it was made with Yebrica’s mana stone, the words ‘Yebrica’s mana’ were attached to the item.

“This is a bit unusual.”

—What’s unusual about it?

“Seeing that it specifically left ‘Yebrica’s mana’, I think some of the skills that guy used might have stuck to it.”

It’s not for nothing that this world’s system window is said to be unfriendly. It never tells you if any functions are attached or anything. Things like Haste and Shield mentioned in the description only show up because they blatantly wrote out the manifestation formula, and it doesn’t tell you about other functions.

So the first thing to do when you have an artifact in front of you is to experiment to find out its true functions.

I gripped the staff and drew up mana.

“Oh.”

My mana flowing out through the staff shone golden. It had become golden sand.

“Oh.”

The sand made with Yebrica’s mana had all scattered the moment Yebrica died.

I cut off the mana. Likewise, the sand I had created immediately scattered.

‘The sand is maintained only as long as mana is maintained.’

But conversely, it meant that I could freely handle Yebrica’s sand as long as I supplied mana.

I thought of Han Seo-hyeon’s black sand that had played an active role during the Yebrica subjugation.

“This is a much bigger jackpot than I thought?”

I held out the staff to Han Seo-hyeon.

“W-Woooow!”

Han Seo-hyeon liked the staff even more than I expected. Well, even I can see this is really well made.

“Th-thank you!”

“If you’re thankful, start by learning how to properly utilize this. The better you handle sand, the more your abilities will grow.”

The weakness of being inevitably neutralized when the handled undead is unsummoned might be completely covered by sand. Plus, sand can be summoned and combined with mana, so there was no penalty at all.

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with a serious face.

Good, I’ve accomplished at least a few things I aimed for.

Ray is analyzing Park Sang-pyeon’s sword that the kids picked up without consulting me. At first I thought it would be done quickly, but it seems like it will take more time than expected.

—The mana circuits are hidden deep inside, you see.

Artifacts are often made with mana circuits visible on the surface.

Even my bracelet has mana circuits densely engraved on the inside.

But this demonic sword is different, he says. Whether mana circuits or some cursed thing is hidden completely inside, so it’s difficult to grasp.

I’ve forbidden touching the sword until the analysis is completely finished. I plan to give it to Kim Jae-ho if I succeed in properly analyzing and modifying this artifact later, but it didn’t seem like a job that would end quickly.

The rumors about Weltschmerz that filled the internet began to subside gradually. Even the biggest fire will go out if the firewood disappears. It was amazing that it burned for this long in the first place.

I plan to spend this winter quietly.

To me, who had made such plans to rest well, one piece of news that bothered me came:

[Sirius’ special rookie Yoo Seon-je! Finally debuts]

It was news of Yoo Seon-je’s debut match.
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Debut match. In other words, it means he’s debuting in an S-rank Gate. He must have gained experience going through other Gates before, but S-rank is S-rank.

People think high-rank hunters can easily conquer high-rank Gates of A-rank or above, but the reality is different.

Usually, to attempt an A-rank Gate, you need to be at least a 5-Circle hunter. That’s the bare minimum; in fact, most hunters who safely conquer A-rank Gates are 6-Circle. For the higher S-rank Gates, you need to be 7-Circle to be comfortable.

To begin with, 7-Circle itself is not a common rank. Combining all the hunters in our country, would there even be 300?

Conquering Gates is never easy to begin with, but from A-rank, it becomes difficult on a different level. The number and quality of monsters that appear change overwhelmingly, and in cases like S-rank, it’s common for there to be a boss that could easily destroy an entire region.

Even Yebrica was like that. Although the power of its main body wasn’t that high, wasn’t the place where it was completely destroyed by sandstorms?

But no one would think this Yoo Seon-je’s debut match will fail.

Yoo Seon-je, a genius of a different caliber who has never missed first place at Babel Academy. And the name Sirius, ranked first in Korea’s guild rankings.

With these two combinations, failure simply can’t be expected.

Although Yoo Seon-je’s rank is 5-Circle, it’s only because he lacks achievements; in reality, he’s 7-Circle or above.

But overturning everyone’s expectations, that debut match ends in a huge failure.

The Gate conquest fails, and all of Sirius’ first-string members mobilized for Yoo Seon-je’s debut are completely wiped out. The price for the failed conquest was horrific. This incident drops Sirius’ ranking by four whole places. Considering that up to 5th place is considered a major guild and below that is treated as small to medium, you can imagine how big a blow it was to Sirius to be pushed down to 5th place.

The government even takes away Sirius’ ownership of that S-rank Gate for reasons like ‘failed conquest’ and so on.

And that seized Gate is successfully conquered by a second conquest team made up of other guilds.

It means there wasn’t a problem with the Gate itself.

It’s common for conquest teams to be backstabbed, but this was the death of an S-rank rookie being pushed by the guild that boasts first place in Korea’s guild rankings, no less.

Jin Yeon-hwa of Sirius doesn’t easily shake off this incident. Because Yoo Seon-je was the pillar that would open the brilliant future of Sirius she dreamed of.

But Jin Yeon-hwa wasn’t foolish enough to obsess over what was lost. She quickly turns her eyes to find someone to open Sirius’ second act.

That’s how she finds a Chinese rookie who just graduated from Babel Academy.

The problem is that rookie is a spy who came to eat away at our country.


Thanks to that, all our country’s technology and artifacts are leaked, almost causing the country to really collapse?

Anyway, to prevent all that, Yoo Seon-je needed to survive. In the first place, Yoo Seon-je is an S-rank hunter overflowing with potential to the point where it would be strange for him to die here.

He reached 7-Circle at just 21 years old. It means he’s someone with enough potential to aim for 8-Circle.

If properly nurtured, he’s someone who will definitely be helpful.

To me, who knows the destruction of this world, Yoo Seon-je is one of those who must be saved.

As the cause of his death was clear, the timing for my intervention was also clear.

‘The problem is it’s different from the time I knew.’

Still, if it’s Seol Rok-jin, he’ll make a move somehow. His reason for targeting Yoo Seon-je wouldn’t have changed.

One way or another, I have no choice but to join that conquest team.

—Why does your expression look like you’ve bitten into a bug?

I smiled slightly at Ray’s words.

“Do I look like that?”

—Yeah, like someone being dragged to a slaughterhouse. You’re the one who said that guy must be saved, so why do you look like you don’t want to go?

Honestly, he wasn’t someone I particularly wanted to save.

“It’s because that guy is quite rude.”

* * *

“Ah, this time I’m in the same group as that bastard and Seon-je?”

“It’s really going to be annoying.”

“Ha, if I knew this would happen, I should have just been last in the school.”

“Hey! Say something that makes sense. How could you be last in school beating that guy?”


“Well, being last isn’t an ordinary thing either, right?”

In this virtual Gate conquest, I ended up in the same group as Yoo Seon-je, who was first overall. The reason is as those guys are gossiping. Because I was last in the school.

From the moment the group assignments were announced, I expected this kind of backstabbing. Actually, it wasn’t even surprising. I’ve been subjected to this kind of treatment for the past two years.

In fact, although those guys wouldn’t believe it if I told them, I wasn’t happy about being in the same group as Yoo Seon-je either.

The best talent and the worst dunce in this academy in the same group. It’s not even funny. What on earth am I supposed to do?

A team can only function when the levels somewhat match. Putting together team members with such mismatched levels isn’t consideration.

It’s telling me to realize my place and quit.

Or to just ride the bus without doing anything.

Either way, it’s not a welcome proposal for me.

I didn’t intend to just coast through this exam like the other guys said. Rather, the opposite. I plan to do my best to produce results in this exam.

If I somehow manage to do my part in this virtual Gate conquest, the way people look at me might change somewhat. I didn’t intend to live with the nickname ‘half-wit’ forever. Somehow, I’m going to rise up.

For that, I buried myself in the library for days, going through materials. Of course, monsters likely to appear in the virtual Gate…

Information not in the library, I found out by asking people around. Because I’m someone with a lot of bad rumors in Babel, there weren’t many people willing to easily tell me information, but I found out somehow anyway. Whether by making deals, or threatening, well, various methods.

There was quite a bit of bleeding for this, but it didn’t matter anyway.

If I don’t get information even like this, I really won’t be of any help.

The information I organized like that was as much as 150 pages. This should be quite helpful for the conquest. No matter what kind of Gate comes out, no matter what kind of monsters appear, I’m confident.

I also came up with conquest strategies tailored to Yoo Seon-je’s abilities that I’ve seen so far. I also planned how I would assist Yoo Seon-je.

With my abilities, all I could do was assist, but still, I came up with ways to conquer the Gate much more comfortably.

I stood in front of Yoo Seon-je carrying all those materials. The guys standing next to Yoo Seon-je made displeased expressions looking at me.

Well, that’s natural. A disgrace to Babel like me came to see Yoo Seon-je, called the light of Babel.


“Hey, Yoo Seon-je.”

Just calling his name made my heart pound like crazy. One of the guys standing next to Yoo Seon-je opened his mouth at my words.

“Who do you think you are…”

But Yoo Seon-je raised his hand. Yoo Seon-je slowly looked at me. Those cold blue eyes in a face so perfect it drew admiration looked at me.

“Why did you come looking for me?”

“Didn’t you hear? We’re in the same group this time.”

“I heard that much.”

Yoo Seon-je’s face was still cold. Even I, who had taken deep breaths many times before coming here, felt intimidated for a moment. The kids next to him raised the corners of their mouths, snickering at me being ignored.

But there’s no giving up. I forced a smile and said:

“Of course I came because of the virtual Gate practice this time.”

I opened my mouth, unfolding the materials I had prepared for Yoo Seon-je.

“I heard from the seniors roughly what might come out this time, and picked out the expected monsters…”

“Not needed.”

“What?”

I was taken aback for a moment, but soon agreed. Maybe such strategies aren’t necessary for Yoo Seon-je with his overwhelming power. So I needed to explain. That these materials are needed not for you, but for me.

“That might be true for you, but ordinary people need strategies. If I’m going to do anything there…”

“So, what I’m saying is.”

My words were cut off by Yoo Seon-je again.

“Is there any need for you to do anything there in the first place?”

“What?”

“You’re not any kind of force for me. Even if you bring such… materials. What can you do?”

My breath caught at those words. It’s something I’ve heard countless times. You’re a disgrace to this Babel Academy. In the end, you won’t be able to do anything. You’ll be useless if you enter a Gate, so why don’t you just drop out?

Still, I was an awakener, and I tried in my own way. Somehow trying to find gaps to be of help somehow.

“Still, if we do this, this way…”

I turned the pages with trembling hands. There were things written about how I would somehow help Yoo Seon-je inside that Gate. For example, approaching monsters and sticking iron stakes into them…

“Why should I follow your strategy?”

Yoo Seon-je said that flatly. Slowly moving his gaze to the page I had opened, the corner of Yoo Seon-je’s mouth raised slightly.

“In the first place, what reason is there for me to ‘consider’ you and listen to what you say, move according to your wishes? I can just beat everything as it comes. As you say, if I stick iron stakes, yes, my lightning might get a bit stronger. But the time waiting for you to stick those iron stakes?”

Yoo Seon-je’s words stabbed my ears.

“There’s no ‘need’ for you to stick iron stakes. If one hit isn’t enough, two hits. If two hits aren’t enough, three hits. My lightning will be a hundred times faster than your iron stakes.”

Words wouldn’t come out.

That’s right.

In the first place, all the strategies I had come up with only had meaning if Yoo Seon-je moved according to my intentions.

If Yoo Seon-je excludes me, doesn’t give me time to intervene, and just sweeps away monsters with his talent…

I wouldn’t get even 1 point of contribution.

But so what?

It would be of no concern to Yoo Seon-je.

“I don’t need you.”

After saying that, Yoo Seon-je brushed past me.

Laughter rang out around me.

“Serves you right.”

“Acting like you were something.”

I’ve never acted like I was something. Not even once, with this lacking talent, I just wanted to somehow, even just once, properly do my part.

“Were you trying to lie to Seon-je with your talent? Like, ‘Seon-je, I think I can be helpful to you~’?”

“Haha! That’s funny.”

At those words, I bit my lip hard. I didn’t use a talent like that.

The one who hates the talent of lying the most is me.

It’s not like I wanted to have this kind of talent. If I could have had a different talent, I would have thrown away this lying thing long ago.

Three years have passed with only me unable to do anything in this academy where everyone else is moving forward.

I looked at the report in my hand.

My two weeks of effort.

“It’s not possible for someone like me, is it.”

A corner of my heart ached coldly. My eyes turned red.

“Don’t cry.”

I tell myself. If I cry here, it feels like the years I’ve endured trying to do something somehow will all crumble, so I tried hard to hold back my tears. Right, it’s not something to cry about. Are you crying over just this?

I comforted myself well.

“That guy was always rude.”

So I blamed him.

“It’s not like I didn’t know he was that kind of guy. In the first place, it would be strange for someone with his personality to cooperate with me. Right, you live life alone anyway.”

I’ll just try somehow in this group project too.

Still, all the monsters that will come out in that Gate are in my head, right? Somehow, even if it’s just one. If I can take down even one with my own strength, maybe everyone’s thoughts will change.

But I couldn’t do anything in that group project. As Yoo Seon-je said, he didn’t ‘need’ me. Everything ended before I could even intervene.

I didn’t do anything, but our group got first place.

People gossiped that I was lucky, and the teacher called me in and scolded me, saying I should have done something no matter what.

They say my attitude of trying to coast along without doing anything was detestable. So unlike Seon-je, my score would be cut. They asked why I didn’t try to do something, but I didn’t say anything to the teacher who said that.

Recalling the past memories, I squeezed my eyes shut.

“What’s the use of acting so great. In the end, you just got backstabbed and died.”

Damn it all, this time Yoo Seon-je ‘needed’ me.
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Lightning made of immense mana struck down on the dummy stuck in the middle of the training room. The lightning didn’t stop at just one strike.

Dozens of lightning bolts appeared simultaneously in the training room. This alone was amazing, but the scene of all those lightning bolts striking down at one place at once was like a miracle. 

Flash, flash. With each light that appeared, wounds increased on the body of the dummy made of the hardest material in this world.

Although it was an artifact with the power to repair itself even when broken and shattered, it ultimately couldn’t withstand the lightning striking down on it all at once.

Psssh, the man who finally turned the dummy to powder opened his closed eyes.

The pupil in the center of his mystical blue eyes was shining white.

“Seon-je! I think you should go outside soon. Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa said she’s coming too.”

At the voice heard from the side, Yoo Seon-je slightly turned his head. Ji Yu-ri, who faced him, blushed anew at his shining face.

It was an appearance that surprised her every time she saw it, even though she saw it every day.

The eyes with even the iris dyed blue didn’t suit Koreans very well, but Yoo Seon-je was an exception. Born with the blessing of mana, all his features were perfect to the point where he looked like a different race.

But if there was one flaw in his perfect appearance, it would be his expressionless face that showed no change to a terrible degree. Even though she had been assisting him by his side for several years, she had never seen him smile once.

Yoo Seon-je answered Ji Yu-ri’s words:

“I understand.”

Although he answered obediently, Yoo Seon-je’s mood wasn’t actually very good.

The reason Yoo Seon-je chose Sirius among the many guilds that approached him was simple. First, because it was the best guild in Korea. And second, because they promised not to reveal him carelessly until he was perfectly polished.

Yoo Seon-je glared at the dummy he had shattered.

It was a dummy that wouldn’t get even a scratch even if A-rank hunters pounded on it all day, but Yoo Seon-je succeeded in turning that dummy to powder in the end.

But…

Yoo Seon-je’s gaze turned to the scorched marks next to the shattered dummy.

Yoo Seon-je had intended to hit all the thousands of lightning bolts he summoned on that dummy. However, even with his mana control that had reached divine skill, a few strands leaked out.


It was an achievement worthy of admiration that only a few strands leaked out of thousands, but Yoo Seon-je wasn’t satisfied.

One Point. The name of the technique Yoo Seon-je wanted to perfect.

The ultimate lightning technique of stabbing thousands of lightning bolts into a single point.

Lightning is originally nature’s. It was something that mere humans couldn’t handle freely. Perhaps because of this, Yoo Seon-je’s mana was particularly free-spirited and destructive, to the point where it was especially difficult to control.

Gathering that power into one and hitting a small target was almost impossible.

In fact, most lightning sorcerers aimed to summon powerful lightning over as wide an area as possible rather than controlling lightning delicately.

Due to the nature of lightning talent, it was more suitable for dealing with multiple enemies rather than one powerful enemy, and it was almost impossible to control lightning.

But Yoo Seon-je, who dreamed of perfection, wanted even his lightning to be completely under his control.

Yet he hadn’t even completed the technique.

But this world, Jin Yeon-hwa, wanted to send out Yoo Seon-je under the name of Sirius.

“Hoo.”

He knows that this is also his own greed.

That he is strong enough.

But it’s not time yet.

Yoo Seon-je also knew that the schedule was moved up because of Weltschmerz’s lightning user.

‘Just because of that guy.’

In Yoo Seon-je’s view, Weltschmerz’s lightning user was nothing. Of course, its destructive power was great, but his ability to control lightning was very poor.

Although the video quality was degraded, the lightning that spread randomly here and there was clearly out of control.

Yoo Seon-je’s brow furrowed very slightly as he recalled his control, which was nothing more than simply summoning lightning and dropping it.

Yoo Seon-je intended to clearly show how foolish those who associated him with those Weltschmerz guys were through this opportunity.


He was going to prove that there was no one better than him in handling lightning techniques in Korea, at least.

Yoo Seon-je, who came out of the training room, quietly put on the jacket Ji Yu-ri draped over him.

Although he had been training for hours, not a single drop of sweat came from his body. It was thanks to his perfect self-control.

“Shall we go then?”

Yoo Seon-je, who nodded, moved his steps following Ji Yu-ri. Although he was a rookie who hadn’t even had his proper debut match yet, gazes followed wherever Yoo Seon-je walked.

It was partly because of his striking appearance, but also because he was one of the few S-rank awakeners in Korea.

-I heard he’s having his debut match in an S-rank dungeon this time.

-Skipping even A-rank and going straight to S-rank. Well, it’s fitting for Yoo Seon-je. I wonder if he’s planning to get certified as 7-Circle right after clearing this Gate?

Expectation, envy, jealousy, and even a tiny bit of fear. These were familiar gazes to Yoo Seon-je.

Ji Yu-ri stopped in front of a door. Blue light shone around her body and the door opened.

Jin Yeon-hwa, who was sprawled on the sofa, slightly adjusted her posture and opened her mouth.

“Oh, you finally caaame.”

“Hello! Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa!”

Ji Yu-ri greeted her with a bow so deep her waist might break. But Jin Yeon-hwa’s gaze was directed only at Yoo Seon-je beside her.

Yoo Seon-je likewise nodded his head towards Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa.

“You called for me.”

“Let’s sit down first, shall we?”

This too was directed only at Yoo Seon-je. The chair was for one person only. Yoo Seon-je sat in the chair in front of the sofa.

“Well, as you all knooow, Seon-je will be having his debut match this time. Come on, applause!”

Only Ji Yu-ri clapped at those words. Even Lee Hye-won standing behind Jin Yeon-hwa didn’t move.


Ji Yu-ri stopped clapping with an awkward face.

“Well, anyway, that’s how it turned out. What to do, the schedule got moved up faster than I promised.”

To those words, Yoo Seon-je answered bluntly:

“It doesn’t matter.”

Although he hadn’t perfected One Point, Yoo Seon-je was already tremendously strong. He had also thoroughly built up experience going through lower Gates. Although he hadn’t experienced A-rank Gates, his judgment that he could go straight to S-rank wasn’t arrogance but confidence.

This must be a fact that Jin Yeon-hwa had confirmed many times through internal information.

The apology must clearly be empty words.

Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes sparkled looking at Yoo Seon-je.

“As you know, Seon-je, we’ve become a bit of a laughingstock because of those villains running wild lately.”

Weltschmerz. Yoo Seon-je had seen the lightning he shot too. Lightning struck down with tremendous mana. It was neither beautiful nor delicate like his own.

Recalling that lightning, only the word pathetic came to mind.

It might have looked quite impressive to people who didn’t know anything, but not to Yoo Seon-je’s eyes.

But even so, the reason he couldn’t completely dismiss Weltschmerz was…

“He’s nothing if not for the complex talent.”

That guy could handle the water attribute, no less. Lightning and water have very good compatibility. If that guy really was an awakener who could handle both water and lightning attributes simultaneously, even Yoo Seon-je might not be able to easily guarantee victory.

“We don’t know who actually used that lightning though. You never know. There might be a hidden fourth member.”

Honestly, the theory of a fourth member made much more sense than the speculation that he had A-rank, S-rank complex talents.

“That’s riiight! That certainly makes more sense. As expected of Seon-je. But you see, those guys’ followers have needlessly increased. So we have no choice.”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes sank as she said that.

“You can show them clearly, right?”

To those words, Yoo Seon-je looked straight into her eyes and said:

“Yes.”

“Good!”

The atmosphere that had become suffocatingly heavy brightened in an instant.

“Then, I’ll talk about the strategy.”

Before saying that, Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes turned to Ji Yu-ri.

“Could the manager there step out for a bit?”

Ji Yu-ri’s eyes widened in surprise. But only for a moment, Ji Yu-ri bowed her head deeply and went out of the room.

Even though she managed every move of Yoo Seon-je, she wasn’t allowed to hear this strategy.

For all that care taken for security, Jin Yeon-hwa’s strategy was simple.

Sirius doesn’t need to bother with various efforts for the conquest. Because the pillars supporting the giant dinosaur called Sirius are too sturdy.

But since it absolutely must not fail, Jin Yeon-hwa also hid a trump card.

“Don’t worry. Even if any problems arise, there’s a way to bring back at least Seon-je alive!”

* * *

Day broke.

In front of the S-rank Gate shining blue, Jin Yeon-hwa hummed a tune.

Jin Yeon-hwa, who always maintained a casual appearance, was neatly dressed just for today.

Yoo Seon-je, who would soon enter the Gate, was the same.

“Dressed up like this, you look just like a celebrity.”

“Thank you.”

“Seon-je is too boring.”

Jin Yeon-hwa, who said that, smiled looking down at the conquest team.

“Good, all preparations are perfectly complete.”

The status of Sirius’ conquest team was as follows:

Two 7-Circle hunters.

Thirty 6-Circle hunters.

Thirty 5-Circle or higher supporters.

Forty porters.

A total of 102 members in the conquest team.

It was such a small number that it was hard to believe they were going to break through an S-rank Gate. Considering that the average number of people in an attack force going out to conquer a normal S-rank Gate is over 300, they were setting out with less than half that number.

Of course, Sirius could have mobilized more hunters, but it was important to conquer the S-rank Gate with the ‘minimum’ number of people.

Although few in number, all the members participating there were forces that Jin Yeon-hwa cherished dearly.

They were members who had conquered S-rank Gates many times, and all were armed with artifacts of tremendous value.

Few in number, but all elites.

Especially impressive were the supporters, selected from the best within Sirius. It was a perfect force that could smoothly conquer any type of Gate that appeared.

She didn’t want to hear the words ‘Gate conquest failure’ even by the slightest chance.

She also paid attention to the personnel who would guard the Gate after the conquest team entered.

This was to prevent any possible Gate intrusion.

Numerous reporters were present at this scene to announce this challenge of the century.

Jin Yeon-hwa’s confidence that they would never fail even with minimal personnel was tremendous.

“Seon-je, come over here.”

As Yoo Seon-je stood next to Jin Yeon-hwa, the reporters standing around all took noisy pictures at once.

The interview that followed was also persistent.

“It’s your first time conquering an S-rank Gate, aren’t you nervous?”

“You’re only taking minimal personnel, aren’t you anxious?”

“Even for Sirius Guild, there’s public opinion that it’s reckless. Do you really think perfect conquest is possible?”

Yoo Seon-je answered all those questions.

“Yes. It’s possible.”

Yoo Seon-je answered all questions in that way.

It might sound obnoxious, but no one here minded that. The Yoo Seon-je in front of them was an awakener worthy of such words.

The moment the conquest team took their first steps into the Gate.

The reporters’ gazes fell on the hunters standing at the very front. The hunters were the core and protagonists of the conquest after all.

A few people also sent gazes to the supporter team standing behind. Because conquering Gates comfortably is impossible without supporters. From detection to pathfinding. Even buffs during battle. They were like salt.

And lastly, the porters who would provide miscellaneous conveniences inside. Actually, even though they’re called porters, they’re awakeners of at least 3-Circle rank.

Once you enter a Gate, the exit doesn’t appear until you finish the conquest. So even porters need to be high-ranked to avoid mana addiction symptoms. Veteran porters who had been through thick and thin were sometimes even more expensive than rookie hunters.

But porters are porters.

No one sent gazes to the porters.

And no one knew.

That a few uninvited guests had slipped in among those porters.
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As soon as we entered the Gate, a cold wind that froze the skin blew.

We roughly expected it from the color before entering the Gate (there was even a specialized department researching Gate colors), but the background of this dimension was a snow field.

“Welcome to Serena’s Ice Palace.”

The Gate kindly informed us of the name of this place. Serena’s Ice Palace, huh.

An Ice Palace isn’t a bad match for Yoo Seon-je.

Whether ice or whatever, it would turn into water when melted, and water was a medium that conducted lightning well.

Who or what Serena is, we’ll find out from now on.

Yoo Seon-je raised his head and took in the world spread out before his eyes. A snow-covered mountain range spread out before him.

It was a peaceful world all buried in snow, except for the black rocks jutting out here and there as if someone had forgotten to paint them.

The conquest team had entered in the middle of the snow mountain. Seeing the ice palace glittering in the distance, it seemed we wouldn’t have to wander around not knowing the destination.

Someone appeared beside him before he knew it.

“Ugh, I hate the cold.”

It was Kim Dae-gwon, the 7-Circle hunter Jin Yeon-hwa had assigned this time. A martial artist type hunter who condensed and released mana from his body, he was a giant even taller than the 183cm Yoo Seon-je by a head. Jin Yeon-hwa had included him in this conquest team because, as a martial artist type, he wasn’t affected by attribute compatibility.

He was also given the role of assisting and protecting the glass cannon Yoo Seon-je.

“Ah, when are the others coming?”

The space beside him rippled and a slender figure appeared.

Kim Dae-gwon has lived his whole life as a martial artist. He wasn’t suitable for leading others.

Naturally, the command here was taken by this woman.

“Team Leader Lee Hye-won.”

The 6-Circle hunter Lee Hye-won, whom Jin Yeon-hwa cherished the most. Because she had an excellent eye for battlefield situations.


* * *

I walked following the porters in front. With the same gait as the others, trying not to stand out.

‘Whew.’

I infiltrated this attack force disguised as a porter.

Although it wasn’t easy to break through security and insert my identity as a porter who also belongs to the conquest team, it was much easier than hiding in the support team or attack force.

Originally, I thought about infiltrating the Gate later after the conquest team had all departed, but the defense seemed no joke.

Fortunately, the porter captain we found through Han Seo-hyeon’s information skills ‘gladly’ accepted me into the team.

—To call it that when you kidnapped him and poured mana into him until the lies took effect.

‘It’s all for the greater good.’

Thanks to that, we were able to enter safely as porters. Ah, Kim Jae-ho decided to sit out this operation. It was natural since we only had two masks that could change faces immediately.

Actually, if we had the materials, making one more wouldn’t be a big deal, but I made various excuses telling him to watch outside because I didn’t think Kim Jae-ho with his poor social skills could properly carry out an infiltration mission.

There’s a possibility that personnel trying to interfere with the conquest might enter after the conquest team departed.

With Kim Jae-ho’s keen senses, he should be able to filter out those who enter later.

I told him to enter immediately if such a case arose.

Anyway, Han Seo-hyeon and I were able to register safely as porters for the Sirius conquest team.

Even though we persuaded the porter captain, the whole process was too easy. They didn’t even do additional identity checks.

I had loaded up on lies thoroughly for that moment.

—It seems like someone expanded the hole, but…

‘To make the whole process sloppy, it would have to be at least team leader level, right? Surely a team leader wouldn’t have betrayed them.’

—Stay alert for now. Somehow I have a bad feeling.


Ray said he was suspicious from the top down, but what I found most suspicious was still the porters. They had the weakest defenses too.

I scanned the faces of the porters.

They all looked like ordinary faces, but I couldn’t let my guard down. There might be people among them who entered to ruin the conquest.

But I couldn’t see anyone particularly suspicious.

Well, it probably wouldn’t be easy to spot suspicious people even if there were any.

Because it’s a snow mountain terrain, everyone was wrapped in thick winter gear. With body-sized bags on top of that, they all looked the same.

Honestly, without Ray, it would be hard to even recognize Han Seo-hyeon.

—You can skip the thanks.

‘Yes.’

Right now, the porter team was sitting quietly on a cliff of the snow mountain waiting for a signal.

They say to stand by until the support team finishes exploring this place. Although we were stopped, not a word was easily exchanged, perhaps to conserve energy. It was fortunate. Han Seo-hyeon’s youthful voice didn’t match at all with the current gruff mask, so we had decided not to speak as much as possible.

—Use transmission if you need to communicate with the kid.

Ray gave me an answer, perhaps finding me impatient just standing still.

The 2-stroke transmission was a talent that literally transmitted words. Although it could only be used in short distances and had the disadvantage of only being able to send my words to the other person but not receiving their reply, it was certainly good to be able to deliver messages avoiding others’ ears.

‘I’m planning to use talents as little as possible here.’

—Why?

‘Even if the hunters don’t, among the supporters there are those with talents that can sense even the slightest movement of mana.’

Exploration, detection, and such. Using talents isn’t a good choice because supporters with such talents are really sensitive to mana flow.

But I was also getting antsy just standing still. I casually spoke to Ray.

‘You said before. That Gates were created because of attacks from other dimensions.’


—That’s right.

‘Why do they bother making Gates?’

To be honest, Gates before the ‘destruction’ clearly caused many casualties, but ultimately played a role in nurturing humanity. Humanity was enjoying a second Renaissance with the resources coming out of there.

Ray answered my question.

—To match the mana concentration in the atmosphere. It’s a kind of terraforming. There’s not much you can do in a land without mana. Thanks to the greed of humans in this world, the mana erosion in this world is much faster than other dimensions.

‘Greed, you say?’

—To think they even plan to maintain Gates and extract what’s inside.

‘Ah.’

Only then did I understand a little. It’s easier if you think of mana as a pollutant. The ‘destruction sequence’ starts only when the pollutant reaches a certain level. Our world is not only failing to remove pollution, but directly drawing that pollutant from the source.

‘Can’t we cross over from our side in advance?’

If Gates are dimensional doors, shouldn’t it be possible for us to cross over as well as them coming over?

—No, dimensions connected by such Gates are just copies of worlds that have been devoured and destroyed by rulers. That’s why they’re degraded and weakened. Even Yebrica you caught originally wasn’t something that could be taken down like that.

‘Is that so?’

—Yes. Having lost their world and been driven out of even that degraded version. That’s how they became so weak.

Monsters that come out when Gate breaks occur are in a weakened state? This is the first time I’m hearing this. I only thought Gate breaks were unconditionally bad. For Gates that are too high rank, it might not be bad to just leave them to burst.

As if reading my thoughts, Ray said:

—It’s definitely a negative influence on a world scale. When Gates break, the mana that made up the world inside the Gate spreads too.

‘Ah, so the pollution gets worse than eliminating the monsters.’

—That’s right. And when pollution accumulates, destruction will begin.

About a year has passed since I returned. Once we get through this winter, a year will have passed and only 9 years will be left.

According to Ray, our dimension’s pollution speed is fast because of humans who use even ‘Gate maintenance devices’ to extract resources.

—The more mana-rich a world is, the faster the invasion, and the less you can prepare for that invasion. Your world is lucky. It’s a world with no mana to speak of. Even with such actions, it took 10 years.

Hmm. Should we completely block mana stone mining?

But the only way for awakeners below 2nd class who couldn’t become hunters to make money is mining mana stones that come out of Gates. Even to become a porter, you had to be at least 3rd class.

To be blunt, I wouldn’t mind if all mana stone mining was blocked. It’s been a long time since I relied on mining to make a living. But blocking that mining now for a greater cause…

It’s too selfish.

‘Let’s leave the mining as it is. There are many people whose livelihoods depend on it.’

—Ha, you’re worrying about that? I’m telling you the world is going to be destroyed.

‘If I block Gate mining, those people’s world will be destroyed that very day.’

Anyway, there are still several years left until destruction. We can find a way somehow in the meantime.

The porter captain was already patting people’s backs and speaking, as if the supporter team’s detection had finished.

“Detection is over. We’ll move slowly following the vanguard.”

In this place where we don’t know what monsters there are, noise generation is forbidden. That’s why he seems to be delivering the message by tapping shoulders one by one like that.

There’s no need to come to me at the very end of the line, but the porter captain approached me and asked:

“Brother-in-law, are you not having any trouble?”

By the way, the lie I told this porter captain was to think of me as someone who could be included in this job.

The problem is that person was this person’s brother-in-law.

“Please put in a good word to my wife.”

He seems to be quite henpecked.

“Yes.”

“Great! Brother-in-law, if this job goes well, I’ll get you into our team. Let’s do our best!”

The innocent eyes above the mask curved looking at me.

This is a bit burdensome.

Fortunately, the porter captain soon disappeared. As I was sighing looking at him taking the lead, a middle-aged man approached me.

It was Han Seo-hyeon. I couldn’t find him earlier, wondering where he went, but now I could see clearly.

I gestured with my eyes to be quiet. Han Seo-hyeon closed his mouth and followed behind me.

Black shadows could be seen scattering behind Han Seo-hyeon, who was at the very back.

It was the rat minions he had brought all the way here.

Those undead minions revived from death should be able to move without problems even in this harsh environment.

We plan to be at the very rear and then pretend to have an ‘accident’ and fall at an appropriate time.

It would be good if we could find suspicious people before that, but it would be the same for them not to move until the decisive moment.

I looked at the conquest team with sunken eyes.

Many people carefully descending the steep path of the snow mountain.

Among them was hidden someone who would annihilate this conquest team.
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If this Gate is a copy of a destroyed dimension as Ray said, it also explains why the same monsters appeared in Gates so far.

So in this ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’ too, monsters that came out in other Gates might appear. If we could just figure out what dimension this is, we might be able to refer to other Gate conquests.

—Although it might be a completely different dimension with just a similar environment.

‘Still, there’s a possibility, right?’

We’d be able to judge more certainly if we saw the monsters, but unfortunately, I was a porter positioned at the very rear.

The conquest team moved in the order of support team (exploration group) – conquest team – support team (standby group) – porters, and since we were moving in the safest place, we couldn’t see any battles happening in front at all.

If I were a real porter, I’d be grateful for this consideration, but there was too little information.

But I couldn’t break this set formation either. The area where we spawned was the middle point of the snow mountain. Not only was the wind blowing fiercely along the mountain range a problem, but there were many narrow paths where one wrong step could make you roll down.

In such paths, we had to cross carefully one by one, so the moving speed slowed down considerably. Although the porters were also awakeners of at least 3-Circle, moving with luggage wasn’t an easy task.

No matter what happened in front, moving safely with the luggage on our backs. That was precisely the role of porters.

Whether battles were happening in front or not, the porters just moved stolidly.

Perhaps because of the cold numbing to the fingertips, with thick clothes on and refraining from talking now, all the porters did was move, eat, and rest.

“Rest!”

At the captain’s words, the porters stopped.

“Meal!”

Following the order, I took out dried rations from the bag at my side. Everyone took out burners to melt water and sprinkled boiling water on the dried rations to eat in a stew format.

Maybe because it was Sirius, even the Gate dried rations were quite good. The ones I ate when I was doing Gate mining work seemed like ground stone powder.

I scanned the surroundings while sipping the stew in a pouch.

There were traces of battle all around. I heard sounds from the front earlier, so it seems there was a battle.

Traces of melted and scorched fire. And even cliff rocks that had fallen off from someone’s strikes.


Unfortunately, no traces of monsters remained. They must have all been collected by the middle group, or perhaps they were monsters that didn’t leave a form behind.

As soon as the meal was over, the captain shouted:

“Move forward again!”

We packed up our luggage. I glanced at Han Seo-hyeon. It was quite a grueling march for Han Seo-hyeon to endure. The disadvantage was that I couldn’t check his complexion because of the mask. Han Seo-hyeon gave a hand signal that he was fine at my gaze.

Nothing special happened until that night. After descending the steep cliff, we found a place where everyone could rest.

It was a terrain with the snow mountain firmly backing us, enough for over a hundred people to stay, and open space in front. If there was a river flowing beside, it would have been a perfect terrain for defense, but unfortunately, there was no river.

Still, there couldn’t be a better terrain for spending tonight. Although there was still quite some time before sunset, the rest order was given, probably judging that we couldn’t find better terrain than this.

Now it’s the porters’ turn. I took out equipment from the luggage I was carrying on my back.

Actually, the heaviest things among the luggage the porters carried were materials for building this accommodation. Although it’s temporary accommodation, it has all sorts of defense circuits engraved so it can serve as a bunker.

I’ve become quite confident in my handiness lately while crafting artifacts, so I moved following people while scanning the surroundings.

Actually, it wasn’t even that difficult. When I took out panels separated from the luggage, they stuck together neatly as if magic was engraved. The panels I made would become the walls of the accommodation. Meanwhile, other porters in charge of pillars and floors quickly built the frame of the accommodation. I passed the completed panels over there.

In an instant, a quite decent temporary accommodation was built. About 40 such accommodations were built like that.

Inside the accommodation, everything was comfortably prepared to an unbelievable degree for being inside a Gate. There were even beds to lie down and rest, tables, and even bathrooms where showers were possible.

It was a bonus that it looked much sturdier than the tent I stayed in before building the base.

I glanced towards where Yoo Seon-je’s conquest group was. The accommodation built there was so amazing it wouldn’t envy a penthouse. Compared to the porters’ accommodations unified in beige color, that side was truly splendid. There were even windows to look outside. The size was also much larger than other accommodations, seeming to have several rooms.

Although we entered the Gate together, the positions of me as a porter and Yoo Seon-je belonging to the conquest group were tremendously different.

For now, I couldn’t even properly see that handsome face.

Certainly, Yoo Seon-je is an amazing guy to receive such treatment.

‘Even so, he won’t be able to conquer this Gate.’

I wanted to examine the faces around him, but it was too far to see without using mana.


In the end, giving up on examining the conquest group, I entered the porter accommodation with Han Seo-hyeon. Fortunately, the porter accommodation was 2 people per room.

I firmly closed the door.

“Ugh, I’m dying.”

Han Seo-hyeon groaned as soon as he saw me. It’s amazing that he endured this far.

“Any information?”

“Hmm, nothing special has come up so far. The snow certainly makes it hard to secure visibility. And people walked with their mouths tightly shut.”

“It wasn’t a good situation to get information.”

“That’s right. We’ll have to hope for some conversations tonight.”

“Yeah.”

The biggest advantage of the rat minions is that they can eavesdrop on conversations between people. There wasn’t much gain on the way because people kept their mouths shut even because of the cold, but tonight will be different.

Because this accommodation has melted people’s hearts.

“At first I didn’t believe that Sirius would be greatly shaken if this conquest fails, but certainly, if a conquest of this scale fails, the blow would be big.”

Even to Han Seo-hyeon, who was experiencing a Gate conquest for the first time, Sirius’ conquest team seemed impressive. Certainly, even just the things given to the porters today give a feeling of strong backing.

“This conquest is no different from a test for Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa.”

“A test?”

At those words, I realized Han Seo-hyeon needed a detailed explanation. Well, there’s quite some time left until we get proper information anyway.

It wouldn’t be bad to give a history lesson.

“Do you know how Sirius became the best guild in Korea now?”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my words.

There’s no one who doesn’t know about the Jin family who founded and led Sirius. It’s natural since the history of that Jin family is closely intertwined with the history of Korea.


Sirius, previously known as Polaris, was founded by Jin Yong-seok. He’s the paternal grandfather of the current Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa.

“Hunter Jin Yong-seok was an incredibly strong hunter himself. On top of that, he manipulated the political scene at will. As a reliable hero figure appearing in chaotic times, all of Korea admired him.”

Hunter Jin Yong-seok was truly the textbook example of what a righteous guild master should be, presented by the world.

Honestly, if you compare abilities, he’s a cheat character to the point where you’d be speechless.

A hunter strong enough to be counted among the top ten in Korea while also having excellent political sense and management skills?

Moreover, Korea at that time was in a period of chaos. Because it was when Gates had just appeared. It was Jin Yong-seok who suppressed all that chaos.

The guild created by him, who was admired by everyone, was Polaris.

“But even Jin Yong-seok couldn’t overcome the passage of time. The one who took over the guild next was Jin Yong-seok’s son, Jin Kang-hoon.”

But unfortunately, Jin Kang-hoon wasn’t as outstanding as Jin Yong-seok. His ability as a hunter, his political sense, and his judgment in operating the guild. Nothing was satisfactory to Jin Yong-seok.

Of course, as they say there’s no sage under a famous father, Jin Kang-hoon was also someone who met the basics to some extent. But unfortunately, his father was Jin Yong-seok, a once-in-a-century genius, and he began to directly educate his ‘lacking’ son.

And this choice led to terrible consequences.

“Hunter Jin Kang-hoon died in an accident…”

“No, he took his own life. It’s a story only known to those who know.”

I heard it from Seol Rok-jin. Seol Rok-jin liked to tell me old stories that only he knew.

I was quite surprised when I heard this story too. Jin Kang-hoon was only 33 years old when he died.

“When Jin Kang-hoon died, his daughter Jin Yeon-hwa was only eleven years old.”

Did Jin Yong-seok, who drove his son to death, regret? Did Jin Yeon-hwa, who lost her father, resent her grandfather Jin Yong-seok? Well, even Seol Rok-jin didn’t tell me that far.

He only told me what happened next.

“Jin Yong-seok designated Jin Yeon-hwa as his successor.”

“She was only eleven years old?”

“Although Jin Yeon-hwa couldn’t become an awakener, she was born with Jin Yong-seok’s management skills and political abilities instead. Moreover, she was Jin Yong-seok’s only remaining bloodline.”

The method Jin Yong-seok chose was to attach as many of his talents to Jin Yeon-hwa as possible. At that time, Polaris was undoubtedly the best guild in Korea, and all the talents in Korea wanted to belong to Polaris.

Jin Yong-seok tried to make them thoroughly his people, and Jin Yeon-hwa’s people.

“At least the people who entered Polaris while Jin Yong-seok was alive, the so-called Jin Yong-seok kids, followed Jin Yeon-hwa. Because they were people whose lives were saved by Jin Yong-seok many times.”

The seeds Jin Yong-seok sowed grew well. There were countless people whose lives were saved by him, and countless people who finished their studies with his money. Jin Yong-seok tried to make them recognize ‘Jin Yeon-hwa’ as their master, but those touched by Jin Yong-seok’s hand only wanted to follow Jin Yong-seok.

“There was no problem at all. Anyway, the owner of Polaris was Jin Yong-seok, and Jin Yeon-hwa was his granddaughter. But problems arose when Jin Yong-seok collapsed five years ago.”

With Jin Yong-seok collapsing due to villains’ attacks, Jin Yeon-hwa had to support the massive guild Polaris at the young age of just twenty-six.

The ‘Jin Yong-seok’s children’ filling the guild were her allies, but at the same time her enemies. To make this guild completely ‘hers’, she needed new talent to keep Jin Yong-seok kids in check.

“The start of that new talent is precisely Yoo Seon-je. There were many hunters with quite good potential before, but none as great as Yoo Seon-je.”

That’s why Yoo Seon-je is important. That’s why Seol Rok-jin targeted Yoo Seon-je.

Han Seo-hyeon, who heard my words, tilted his head as if it was difficult.

“They’re grandfather’s people anyway, and it’s a guild inherited from grandfather, is there a need to be at odds like that?”

At those words, I smiled bitterly.

“Judging by the fact that she changed the name from Polaris to Sirius, it seems she couldn’t completely forgive her grandfather who caused her father’s death.”

People often think Polaris is the brightest, but actually the brightest star in the night sky is Sirius, the Dog Star.

There must be a reason why she changed the guild name Polaris, which she named with the meaning of ‘always moving in the right direction’.
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I stretched. Nothing happened all night. Well, it’s not a good choice to cause trouble at the beginning of a conquest. To wipe out this conquest team, it would be enough to just take out all the porters, but if you did that, it would become impossible to conquer the Gate.

Since the Gate doesn’t produce an ‘exit’ until it’s conquered, it means you’d be trapped yourself the moment the conquest fails.

So the best time to attack is right before or after the conquest. But if attacks had happened at those times in the past, there wouldn’t have been conquest failures. The attackers, intentionally or not, caused trouble at a timing when the conquest couldn’t succeed.

And they either died trapped here themselves, or…

‘Did they endure until the second conquest team finished the conquest?’

Is that even possible?

I might not know about other terrains, but this place was a freezing glacial land that froze and killed everything alive. There were practically no self-sustaining plants or animals, and the wandering monsters (I found out by asking Han Seo-hyeon yesterday) were only insubstantial spirit types.

If nothing else, wouldn’t food be a problem?

As far as I know, it was several months after the second conquest team was organized and started heading here.

I know it took that much time from questioning responsibility, analyzing the cause of the conquest failure, to taking away the Gate ownership from Sirius Guild.

—They might have raided the porters’ food, no?

‘That’s a possibility, but…’

There’s still no evidence or anything. It’s better to stop thinking here since baseless speculation is just right to become a wild guess.

When I went outside, the captain’s voice rang out loudly.

“Everyone dismantle the accommodations and gather again!”

There was no time to rest. I went back into the accommodation and woke up Han Seo-hyeon who had fallen fast asleep.

I put the mask on him again. Seeing the rough face gave me goosebumps for no reason.

I know the Han Seo-hyeon I know is inside there, but it’s a face I really don’t want to get close to.

* * *

Today was also moving from the very end.


But what’s different is that we finally came down from the snow mountain, so we don’t have to stand precariously in a single line anymore.

Just by moving a little more bunched up, the distance with the vanguard narrowed significantly. Back then, the distance with the front was enormous because we kept more distance from each other to avoid getting caught up if someone fell.

Thanks to that, we could see the battles happening in front quite clearly.

An ice spirit appeared in front of the vanguard. The ice spirit was quite huge. Will-o’-the-wisp. The ice spirit resembling a will-o’-the-wisp was shattered to pieces by someone’s punch.

It was the work of Kim Dae-gwon, the 7-Circle hunter who was dispatched here together.

There were large and small attacks after that too, but Kim Dae-gwon handled them all. I don’t know if they’re trying to conserve Yoo Seon-je’s strength or what, but Yoo Seon-je never stepped up. It was regrettable since I wanted to check Yoo Seon-je’s skills if possible.

After dealing with the messy swarms of spirits rushing in like that, we reached our destination.

Serena’s Ice Palace.

True to its name, a massive ice palace appeared before us. The palace was inside huge walls, and there was a fairly large village inside. Although entry didn’t seem difficult since the castle gate was wide open, we stopped in front of the walls.

And we built a base in front of it.

It seemed they intended to set up a base here during the subjugation. Now it was porter time again.

After diligently building the base and distributing food, we had a short rest and meal time.

“It’s like a vampire village.”

I pricked up my ears at someone’s quiet words. A man in his early 30s with a full beard was talking to the person sitting next to him while gulping down stew.

Curious, I approached the man and asked:

“Did you perhaps go on the vampire village conquest before?”

“Ah, that’s right. Haha.”

He was certainly a veteran porter. To think he went to that Gate! Seeing the surprise on my face, the man said with a smile:

“The composition is quite similar. Well, there’s no sense of any human presence here though.”

“That’s right.”


Certainly, no sign of life could be felt around here. It looked like a city completely covered in ice and dead.

Wouldn’t it look like this if an ice age came and it was left abandoned for about ten years?

“So it feels strange. Back then, there was definitely a feeling of ‘We just need to conquer that place!’. But here…”

It makes you wonder if it’s right to go in there. I narrowed my eyes. It was certainly strange. To think no monsters came out even though we approached so close to the walls.

The man continued:

“The exploration team is heading straight for the castle.”

“Then we just wait here in the meantime?”

“That’s probably it. It was similar last time too. They leave minimal personnel here to protect the porters, and the rest go to conquer that castle.”

This place becomes a temporary base. Certainly, it’s not a good choice to bring porters in when conquering a ‘castle’.

Then it was time to say goodbye to the porters around here.

Our goal is to stop the attack that will happen up ahead.

We should leave traces made of mana so that our disappearance won’t be suspected. It’s a neighborhood where it wouldn’t be strange for ghosts or something to appear at a glance.

The porters’ stress will increase, but it can’t be helped.

That evening, I asked Han Seo-hyeon who came into the accommodation:

“Did you find out anything?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with a heavy face.

“They seem to be in the support team.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who said that, carefully added:


“At least three of them.”

“How did you know?”

“I saw their faces changing. They couldn’t change their faces while eating. No wonder they only pretended to eat all day without actually eating.”

I received the changed faces through Han Seo-hyeon.

One woman in her early 20s with black and white hair braided into two plaits.

A man in his early 30s with a dry impression.

And one suspicious man whose face was hidden in shadows.

A total of three had snuck into the support team. I’m not sure about the two men, but I definitely recognize the woman.

“Gemini.”

“Gemini?”

“Yes, a troublesome woman has come. The Top, huh.”

Now we know the identity of the attackers. Villains from the Top. I explained Gemini’s abilities to Han Seo-hyeon.

“She has two personalities, so two talents. The aggressive personality can handle flames. Not just fire, but there are also rumors that she attacked with magma after melting the surroundings. And the other talent is absolute defense. She’s a type with perfect offense and defense, so she’s extremely tricky.”

“Huh, two personalities?”

Quite a lot was known about Gemini. She had only recently risen to the Top, and her first crime was so horrific.

“Gemini’s first crime was burning all her family members to death. Including her twin sister.”

“What?”

“I don’t know why her sister who died then didn’t use her absolute defense ability. Anyway, that’s all I know. I don’t know if she carries all the family members she burned or just her sister, but what’s certain is that she uses both abilities.”

And I have no idea about the other two people. I have some sense about one of them though.

“If he uses illusions, there’s a high chance it’s Trickster.”

But the skinny man in his early 30s. I had no clue about him at all. He might even be an outside mercenary rather than from the Top.

I don’t know how they got into the support team (whether there really is a traitor at least at team leader level), but with the enemy in the support team, we had to hurry too.

“We’re leaving here today.”

I packed my luggage. I decided to leave what I brought as a porter here, regrettably. It can’t be helped to show that we didn’t ‘escape’ but disappeared due to something inside this Gate.

After carefully leaving the accommodation, I carefully sprinkled ice and dark attribute mana.

Our disappearance will be noticed tomorrow, and if they investigate the scene, they should be able to find this mana.

I had to move with Han Seo-hyeon. I wanted to leave him outside if possible, but it was best to go together since monsters could appear anytime, anywhere in this situation.

After leaving traces like that, we immediately snuck past the village into the ice palace.

As people expected, there were no monsters in the village.

I looked around wondering if the ice palace might be different, but the ice palace was quiet too.

“We can use abilities from here on.”

This ice palace contained mana.

I’ve been careful about using mana so far, but here it should be fine to use since it could be thought of as monster or castle mana.

It might be a bit difficult after the conquest team enters though.

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon infused mana into his staff.

Black sand silently climbed up the ice stairs. Those black sands are said to share senses with Han Seo-hyeon. If spread out widely, the mana felt from the sand is at a minimal level, so it’s also good for surveillance purposes.

We planned to hide in a suitable place and wait for the enemies.

As if he had found a good space, Han Seo-hyeon gestured towards me.

“Come over here.”

When Han Seo-hyeon felt along the bricks, a hidden space was revealed. It was a secret space that could never have been discovered if not for using sand to grasp the space.

“Let’s stay here for a while.”

Although it’s a space that won’t be revealed outside, I set up the item I brought just in case. It was a temporary shelter with stealth and concealment mana circuits engraved.

Since it also has a function to harmonize with the surrounding mana, we should be quite free from surrounding eyes, if not completely.

Now let’s wait.

To see what happens inside here.

* * *

“Brother-in-law!”

Oh Jun-sik, the captain of the porters, shouted in surprise. When his brother-in-law didn’t come out in the morning, he went to look for him, but no one was there.

“This can’t be. A disappearance?”

Although porters having accidents has always happened, it was rare for them to disappear overnight like this. Oh Jun-sik immediately reported to his superiors that there were missing persons.

“You say porters disappeared?”

As the captain in charge of the porters, Oh Jun-sik could have a direct audience with Lee Hye-won. Oh Jun-sik opened his mouth while suppressing his trembling heart.

“Yes, two people.”

“It’s not desertion, right?”

“All their luggage was there, and there were f-faint traces of mana too…”

Oh Jun-sik couldn’t sense it, but it must be certain since it was the words of the explorer who came to investigate the scene.

Lee Hye-won’s eyes sank at Oh Jun-sik’s words.

“For now, let’s heighten the alert around the area, and tonight we’ll put the accommodations a bit closer together.”

“What about searching for the missing persons…”

“There will be no search for porters. We have to enter the palace today. We don’t have the luxury to spare any more personnel.”

This was the reality of porters. No one considers porters important. It was natural, if natural. Because no one thinks of them as combat strength.

Oh Jun-sik bit his lip.

He too had gone through this kind of thing several times, but to think even his brother-in-law would experience this. What on earth should he say when he sees his wife?

Oh Jun-sik trudged back with powerless steps.

“Did something happen?”

Lee Hye-won shook her head at the voice heard from behind.

“They say two porters went missing. It seems there were monsters we failed to erase remaining in the area.”

“Really? That’s strange. I didn’t sense anything yesterday.”

“I’m planning to take measures so there won’t be additional damage, so don’t worry.”

Kim Dae-gwon nodded.

“By the way, now it’s the real conquest.”

Kim Dae-gwon grinned, showing his teeth as if excited.

“We don’t know what’s in that ice palace.”

“Well, there must be a monster called Serena.”

Kim Dae-gwon, who said that, shrugged his shoulders and said:

“Whatever it is, we just need to beat it to death.”
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The conquest team carefully stepped forward. Everyone drew up mana and slowly searched the village, but there were no monsters in the village.

It was as the detection team said.

Like that, everyone was able to reach the ice palace in an instant.

The palace made of ice was beautiful. The ice castle glittering in the sunlight boasted a brilliance like a diamond itself.

A beautifully sculpted goddess, which could be believed to have been created by Michelangelo or Bernini, the sculptors of the century, greeted them first. The stairs lined up on both sides of that beautiful statue were also all made of ice.

Everything visible was ice.

The vase on top of the luxurious table, even the flowers in it. And the torches above them were also made of ice.

The castle was so quiet and beautiful that it was hard to believe this was inside a Gate.

But this was absolutely not a good sign.

“The quieter it is, the more suspicious.”

Nodding at Kim Dae-gwon’s words, Lee Hye-won immediately turned her gaze to the detection team. Lee Jae-eun from the support team, receiving her gaze, quickly scattered her mana around.

“300 meters around. No monsters.”

Despite her clear words, Kim Dae-gwon’s suspicious gaze didn’t clear.

“Are you sure there’s really nothing?”

“Y-yes? To be precise, there’s no notable mana reaction, but if you insist, there is some mana reaction…”

The timid Lee Jae-eun was weak to intimidation.

“Let’s stop bullying team members unnecessarily and move forward.”

Lee Hye-won, frowning, cut off the conversation between the two (strictly speaking, Lee Jae-eun’s rambling). Meanwhile, Yoo Seon-je remained quiet.

He looked calm on the outside, but he was in a state of concentration to be able to draw up mana to pull out lightning at any time. Seeing the white pupil shining between his blue eyes, Lee Hye-won quietly ordered to advance with a hand gesture.

Certainly, unlike its S-rank grade, both the village and this castle were too quiet.


So far, they had only encountered a few monsters they met in the snow mountains. Even those seemed to have occurred naturally rather than being related to this ice palace.

Serena’s Ice Palace.

The system specified who the owner of this ice palace was, which meant this ice palace was Serena’s domain.

Perhaps the ice palace itself might come alive and engulf them.

That’s why they couldn’t relax despite being told there were no monsters.

Lee Hye-won opened her mouth looking at Yoo Seon-je.

“Not having encountered a single monster so far is a bad sign. It could mean the boss of this Gate is that much stronger.”

The Gate grade is proportional to the total mana contained in the monsters inside the Gate.

It’s a theory that the more monsters appear in swarms, the weaker the boss. Typical examples include the Swamp of Undead where you can clear by just blocking zombie swarms pouring out in defense style, or Belphinos’ Lair.

Gates of this type were not difficult to clear if you managed your health well. Especially with such a large-scale attack force like this.

But sometimes there were Gates like this where ‘no monsters’ appeared at all.

It means it’s either a special Gate with tricky clear conditions, or as Lee Hye-won said, a raid-type Gate that concentrated all the power inside the Gate into the boss.

It’s a bit better if there are mid-bosses even in raid-type Gates. But if it’s the boss of a Gate where no monsters appear to this extent…

It was bound to be a difficult boss battle.

Kim Dae-gwon shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, we don’t know yet. Look at the size of this palace. We’ve barely skimmed the entrance so far.”

Yoo Seon-je said looking at the hunters standing behind him:

“Even if it’s raid-type, I’m confident.”

The hunters Jin Yeon-hwa selected for this job were all ability users who could perfectly support Yoo Seon-je’s lightning. Right away, two hunters with water-related talents. One hunter with metal-related talent, and the rest were all hunters with talents not incompatible with lightning.

With these people, Yoo Seon-je’s combat power increases by 1.5 times, and up to 2 times if all conditions align.


It’s not for nothing that they brought only two S-rank hunters to conquer an S-rank Gate.

“Alright, let’s move forward for now.”

Kim Dae-gwon, who laughed heartily, moved his steps forward.

“It really is pretty. So pretty I want to take a chunk and take it with me.”

Even Kim Dae-gwon, who seemed to have no aesthetic sense no matter how you looked at him, admired it to that extent.

However, this beautiful castle was empty.

There were no servants or attendants that should usually be in a castle. Normally when you come to a palace like this, the first thing you have to pass through is trash mobs like ‘maids’ or such.

The castle that had lost its master was beautiful, but it also looked just as empty.

Those who at first only admired the beauty of this castle gradually began to realize its emptiness.

There were no traps in the castle either. All rooms were wide open, and there was nothing threatening.

The rooms were also filled with beautiful furniture and works of art. Everything visible was made of ice, but it didn’t melt even when touched by hand.

It must be because it’s receiving mana from whoever built this castle.

Serena.

The system informed everyone who the owner of this castle was.

The corridor led to a huge banquet hall.

And in that banquet hall, the group finally discovered something that seemed important.

They encountered a huge ice rose. An enormous amount of mana could be felt from inside the flower bud that had not yet fully bloomed.

Looking at the flower, Kim Dae-gwon raised the corner of his mouth.

“Yeah, that’s more like it.”

“Everyone, change to battle formation.”


Lee Hye-won calmly issued orders. Yoo Seon-je also flicked lightning at his fingertips.

Slowly the petals began to open. A moment of tension. What appeared from that flower was a beautiful woman.

[Guests have arrived.]

The girl greeted everyone in their minds in the language they knew. The language that touched their minds was engraved so clearly it was amazing to everyone.

A welcome greeting.

And at the same time, the ice began to break.

The word ‘ice palace’ was a lie.

Everything that had been trapped in ice began to wake up simultaneously.

The moment a pink tinge began to appear on the fingertips of the woman who had been frozen pure white, Yoo Seon-je reached out his hand towards that woman.

Thousands of lightning bolts flowed through her body.

Boooom!

Mana tore apart the world and ripped space.

The lightning spread out destructively as if it would burn and shatter everything it touched. The scene that appeared after dozens of lightning bolts sparked like that was shocking.

Serena was standing there unharmed, looking at Yoo Seon-je.

“Huh.”

Kim Dae-gwon inadvertently let out an empty breath.

A monster.

Indeed, the boss of an S-rank Gate. Kim Dae-gwon raised his fist. Condensation, a massive amount of mana began to gather in his fist.

“Please take care of the vanguard.”

At Lee Hye-won’s order, Kim Dae-gwon shot forward like an arrow. The support team’s buffs began to stick to Kim Dae-gwon’s body. His skin became a little tougher, his speed increased, and the mana gathered in his fist became a little stronger.

Kim Dae-gwon planted his fist in Serena’s face.

Release.

The mana that had gathered in his fist burst out and Serena’s body trembled. But it’s ‘solid’.

Kim Dae-gwon, realizing the impact was minimal, immediately pulled his body back.

Following Lee Hye-won’s orders, the conquest team drew up mana to support Yoo Seon-je’s lightning. Water began to gush up near Serena. The water clung to Serena. And another baptism of lightning.

Although the damage should have been twice as strong as before, Serena didn’t mind.

Serena, whose revival had been interrupted, looked quite displeased. At Serena’s gesture, the mansion awoke and space began to distort.

The floor split, and the formation was disrupted.

“Ugh! Stay calm.”

But Sirius’ elites wouldn’t fall to this level. Lee Hye-won stepped on the stone floor and gestured to the support team.

In an instant, the floor began to stabilize.

Mana control, a supporter with talent for disrupting others’ magic.

And one supporter loaded buffs onto Kim Dae-gwon’s body once again.

“Hah! That’s the stuff.”

His body became lighter, and his muscles twitched as if about to burst. Kim Dae-gwon, who kicked off the crumbling ground and advanced, gathered strength in his fist.

Condensation.

Mana was sucked in around his fist.

And release.

Pung!

Once again the air burst out, creating a momentary vacuum.

Serena’s body staggered. But only for a moment.

With another wave of her hand, all the wounds that had appeared on Serena’s body disappeared instantly.

A truly magical recovery.

“Huh.”

Not an easy opponent. The moment he thought that, lightning poured down in front of Kim Dae-gwon.

If she recovers, I’ll pound her until she can’t recover anymore.

Yoo Seon-je, who had half-lifted his body with electromagnetic force, reached out his hand once again.

Could she withstand even if he poured out all his mana? Yoo Seon-je drew up mana from his whole body once again.

At that moment, someone’s voice rang out.

[It’s an illusion! You idiots, it’s all an illusion!]

Who on earth is making such a noise? There’s no way the monster in front of them could be an illusion.

With such clear mana movement being felt.

At that moment, a rose that bloomed from Serena’s fingertips flew towards Yoo Seon-je.

Yoo Seon-je, who simply avoided the rose petal by swapping places with his lightning, glared at Serena.

No matter how many times they hit her, it was still a noble-looking face without even a bit of damage.

No matter how many times he struck with lightning, there’s no wavering at all. If it were another monster, it would have shown at least some signs of wavering.

The problem is that now his own mana is gradually running out too. Yoo Seon-je looked to the side. Kim Dae-gwon and the faces of the other conquest team members looked similar.

He needs to decide the match.

Yoo Seon-je drew up all the mana remaining in his body.

One Point. He aimed for one shot, drawing up all his concentration.

“Please gather your strength.”

Yoo Seon-je sent a signal to Lee Hye-won. The conquest team members who received Lee Hye-won’s signal also prepared their own one shots.

Massive mana swirled around them.

Everyone thought.

If they don’t land this one shot properly now, this conquest might end in failure.

As if sensing their determination, Serena, who had a calm expression, also rose into the air. Rose petals scattered here and there gathered into one, and finally rushed towards them.

At that moment, Yoo Seon-je reached out his hand forward.

Disregarding defense, he concentrated all his power solely on Serena’s body.

Thousands of lightning bolts began to fall simultaneously, aiming at Serena.

Zzzzzt, zzzzzt.

Unable to withstand Yoo Seon-je’s mana, space tore. Seeing the illusion wavering beyond that space, Yoo Seon-je frowned.

He saw someone rushing towards him.

At a speed as fast as his own lightning.

And that shadow grabbed his collar.

“I told you it’s an illusion, you idiot.”

At that voice, Yoo Seon-je blinked.
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Han Seo-hyeon and I held our breath as we saw the conquest team pass by us and enter the corridor.

They passed right next to us, but fortunately, we weren’t detected by anyone. From then on, we slowly began to follow them. Since not being detected was important, we kept quite a distance.

But we didn’t lose sight of them. My eyes were on the support team. To be precise, on those three people.

Han Seo-hyeon carefully spoke to me after we hid in a safe place once again.

“Three people snuck out secretly.”

The conquest team people probably don’t even dream of it, but sand that Han Seo-hyeon had spread was hidden in every corner of this entire ice palace. Sand that wasn’t even properly visible, hidden between shadows, became perfect CCTVs.

Thanks to that, I was receiving their movements and conversations in real-time through Han Seo-hyeon.

The conquest team people were too focused on what was ahead to notice three members of the support team slipping away. Well, it seems they hid their absence by momentarily using mana. It’s understandable they didn’t notice.

I wanted to see those guys directly with my eyes, but I couldn’t go out for fear of being detected.

“What are they doing after coming out?”

“They say they’re starting now.”

Just what are they planning to start? Whatever it is, I don’t think it’ll be good. I drew up mana in my body to be able to jump out at any time and waited for Han Seo-hyeon’s next words.

At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon grabbed his eyes and suddenly fell forward.

“Huk!”

“What’s wrong?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon only trembled without speaking. I grabbed Han Seo-hyeon’s body and pulled. His pupils with black flames burning were shaking weirdly.

“Seo-hyeon! Are you okay?”

I called Han Seo-hyeon several times, but there was no answer from Han Seo-hyeon. Damn, I rummaged through my backpack while biting my lip.

There’s no external wound, what is this? Why is he suddenly like this? Did someone touch the sand? I took out a potion from the bag and put it to Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth.

At that moment, Ray spoke in my mind.


—Illusions have been spread around this area.

Illusions?

I frowned. To my eyes, nothing looked different from just before.

—Don’t you have mental defense?

Ah, right. Indomitable Will. An S-grade passive skill, no less. I had forgotten about it because I rarely get affected by mental skills, but it seems illusions don’t work on me either since they also interfere with my mind.

What kind of illusion is he seeing to be so out of it? Even after drinking all the potion, Han Seo-hyeon still showed no signs of coming to his senses.

Well, potions deal with external wounds after all.

When I gathered and shot lightning, Han Seo-hyeon’s body trembled. This is no good either. Just as I was thinking that, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes slowly began to turn towards my face.

“Huk, huk.”

“Are you coming to your senses a bit?”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded while still trembling.

“Boss, Boss…”

“What?”

“C-can’t you see what’s around us?”

“What?”

“Right now, m-monsters are filling our surroundings!”

Han Seo-hyeon, gripping his staff, drew up mana. Black sand filled our surroundings. The sharp sand soon began to destroy the surroundings.

Aha.

I grabbed Han Seo-hyeon’s face.

“Get a hold of yourself. Whatever you’re seeing, it’s an illusion. There’s nothing around us.”


“What? B-but…”

“Do you believe me? No, rather close your eyes. That would be better.”

“Ugh, if I close my eyes, uh, ugh. The sound…”

Han Seo-hyeon closed his eyes while trembling. It’s better not to see the monsters after all. Is it true that chuunibyou kids have weak mentality? They act all cool about death and whatnot.

Fortunately, Han Seo-hyeon with his eyes closed didn’t notice my gaze.

Having barely accepted that everything was an illusion, Han Seo-hyeon’s trembling gradually got better. He still flinched occasionally saying he heard ‘sounds’, but.

“It seems the entire mansion has come alive. The monsters that appeared before my eyes looked really terrifying… Oh, but you said this is all fake, right? Then is what those people are fighting also fake?”

“What are you talking about?”

Han Seo-hyeon explained the situation to me.

That the conquest team finally encountered a humanoid monster thought to be this ice palace’s boss monster in the banquet hall earlier.

That they’re in battle now.

But if the mansion ‘waking up’ itself was an illusion, there’s a high chance that battle is fake too.

I immediately realized their plan.

“Damn, they’re trying to wear them out.”

I jumped to my feet.

“Those guys, where are they?”

“I-I don’t know. I lost track of them for a moment when I was caught by the illusion too. Ah, I’ll try to find them with the sand.”

“You find out where those guys are. I’ll stop them for now. First of all, don’t forget that everything you see is an illusion. Except for people, okay?”

Alone, it’s impossible for me to conquer this Gate or deal with those villains from the Top even if I die and come back to life.

It means it’s over if Yoo Seon-je and Kim Dae-gwon get worn out.


I moved my body along the corridor.

Bang!

Pung!

Noisy sounds greeted me.

I saw people pouring all sorts of attacks towards empty air in the banquet hall. I raised my voice and shouted:

“Hey, that’s an illusion. Stop! There’s nothing in front of you!”

I said that, but no one reacted to my voice. It seems my voice doesn’t even reach them.

“No, don’t waste your strength there!”

I went close and shouted at everyone, but no one listened to me.

“It’s an illusion! You idiots, it’s all an illusion!”

It seems I can’t wake these people up with sound.

I have no choice.

I walked to Yoo Seon-je’s side. As if no one could see me, no one looked at me.

I grabbed Yoo Seon-je’s collar and shouted:

“Don’t waste your strength on thin air, you bastard!”

Only then did Yoo Seon-je’s eyes begin to look at me as if he had come to his senses.

“Who…”

I threw Yoo Seon-je aside and immediately headed for Kim Dae-gwon. Kim Dae-gwon, not daring to approach closely, decided to pour a shower of water.

Splash!

“Huk!”

At my water shower, Kim Dae-gwon looked around and opened his mouth. I also sprinkled water on the other people.

“What’s going on?”

“You’ve all been fooled. It’s all an illusion. Look, there’s nothing there.”

Yoo Seon-je and Kim Dae-gwon quickly realized something was strange. It seems the illusion was still visible to people with weak mentality, but as the two strongest S-rank hunters stopped, they soon seemed to understand the situation and quietly looked at me.

“What’s this?”

A voice was heard from the ceiling.

“This wasn’t in the plan.”

A man who hid his face with a black shadow. Seeing him use illusions, it’s certain.

“Trickster.”

“Someone who knows me? Ah, this is troublesome.”

Trickster laughed at my words. Troublesome indeed. Who would have thought they’d approach after draining Kim Dae-gwon and Yoo Seon-je’s strength in this way.

“How much mana do you have left?”

At my words, people’s expressions weren’t very good. Yoo Seon-je glared at me with a crumpled face.

Alright, judging by that expression, it seems their strength is completely drained. What should I do, as I was pondering that.

“Huk!”

Kim Dae-gwon clutched his heart. The black shadow that was attached behind him.

“Oh, my?”

The skin instantly rolled into the body and all the organs inside the body spilled out.

It’s Cube, the Assembler’s doing.

Kim Dae-gwon died like that. They took advantage of the moment he was confused by the illusion. There was no time to block it.

Cube, who had taken down Kim Dae-gwon, moved towards the support team behind, ignoring me.

I took out an ice spear and aimed at him, but. He was faster in pulling the body of the support team member in front of him.

Once again, the support team member whose ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ were reversed died without being able to do anything. It was the same for the combat team standing in front of him. They seemed to be caught in Trickster’s illusion again and screamed looking at the air. In between, Trickster holding a sword lightly swung his body.

Each time, a life was extinguished.

Kwak, kwak!

I repeatedly stabbed ice spears to avoid them, but Cube avoided the ice spears each time by pulling people or hiding behind them. He even threw people with my ice spears.

Lee Hye-won, who belatedly came to her senses, clung to him, but this time Trickster stepped up. Trickster’s clone pushed Lee Hye-won.

“Ugh!”

A dagger that Trickster’s clone had somehow stuck in was lodged in Lee Hye-won’s calf. Yoo Seon-je drew up lightning, but lightning wasn’t good for such a melee.

“Kyahaha!”

At that moment, laughter was heard from outside the mansion.

“Ah.”

Feeling ominous, I threw my gaze outside.

Gemini…

All the porters were being killed. And all the food they had brought was burning. To think they would even target the porters. Biting my lip, I said:

“You won’t be able to get out either if this Gate isn’t conquered, right?”

I don’t understand why they’re doing this.

Are those three saying they’ve decided to burn their lives here with Yoo Seon-je?

“Who says that? That we’ll die here?”

At that moment, Trickster’s clone grabs a man. It was a young-faced man wearing the support team’s robe.

“Aaaaah!”

Why that man?

At first I thought Trickster would kill that man, but no.

“Goodbye everyone!”

Trickster teleported to the outside where his ‘clone’ was, taking that man with him.

Trickster’s talent is illusion. He can not only draw others into illusions, but also create clones with illusions to enable short-range teleportation.

But…

‘Even with that ability, he shouldn’t be able to go outside.’

Trickster’s teleport is only possible between clones and clones, within a certain distance.

Lee Hye-won, the team leader who belatedly came to her senses, shouted:

“The support team member that man just took away! His ability is escape!”

At those words, lightning struck in my head.

Escape.

A talent that allows you to flee to a safe place you’ve designated, no matter where you are.

Trickster didn’t need to conquer at all. He must have had a plan to just ruin the conquest here and ‘escape’.

Seol Rok-jin must have told him all this.

I realized all this belatedly, but it was already too late.

The Top members had already disappeared with the man who had the escape talent.

“Fuck.”

A curse involuntarily came out.

* * *

Kim Dae-gwon was dead.

All the porters had died, and all we had left were a few support team members, Lee Hye-won, and Yoo Seon-je.

Conquering an S-rank, and a stage where all power is concentrated in the boss, with this number of people.

If it were a stage where a small number of dog packs came out, the conquest would have been easier. Because Han Seo-hyeon boasts tremendous power in the keyword of a battle of attrition with weak ones.

But if the enemy is a small number of strong ones like this, not only Han Seo-hyeon but I too won’t be of much help.

But we can’t just stay like this.

I came to my senses.

“B-by the way, who are you?”

Lee Hye-won, the team leader, belatedly asked me.

“Yeah, who are you?”

Yoo Seon-je, standing crookedly, was the same.

“Haah… First of all, as you can see from the situation, I’m not your enemy.”

“I can’t trust you even if you say you’re not an enemy.”

Originally, I was planning to save these guys secretly. I sighed and pulled out a suitable excuse.

“I’m from the Awakener Association.”

It’s an organization that becomes corrupt and collapses covered in filth after just a few years, but at this point in time, the Awakener Association’s reputation isn’t that bad.

“The Awakener Association?”

“Yes. I’m an agent chasing the Top.”

“What’s your name?”

“It’s Smith.”

“Ha! You expect us to believe that?”

It doesn’t matter if you don’t believe it. I shrugged my shoulders looking at Lee Hye-won’s face. Lee Hye-won looked at my face and let out a deep sigh.

“…I guess it doesn’t matter in this situation.”

The lie didn’t work perfectly, but I succeeded in removing suspicion.

I calmly continued speaking.

“I infiltrated after receiving intelligence that Top villains were trying to ruin this conquest. Indeed, that intelligence wasn’t wrong.”

“What’s the use of it not being wrong! When things have turned out like this…”

There was despair in Lee Hye-won’s voice as she said that. She looks incredibly solid on the outside, but it seems her mental state isn’t very good.

—That’s normal in the first place! You’re about to die here, your side is excessively calm!

“We can’t die here. So let’s try to conquer this ice palace somehow.”

There’s only one way for us to survive.

Somehow conquering this Gate.
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At my words, everyone’s gaze focused on me.

“Ha, easy for you to say.”

Yoo Seon-je first sneered at my words. Yoo Seon-je always had a face overflowing with composure, but in this situation now, he looked anxious as if he had no answer at all.

“How exactly? The 7-Circle hunter is dead, and almost all the 6-Circle hunters supporting him are dead! All the porters are dead! With only us left, how?”

Yoo Seon-je’s words poured out sharply.

“What Circle are you?”

I calmly received those words.

“I should be 5-Circle. Ah, I also have a colleague. He’s 6-Circle.”

At those words, Yoo Seon-je openly sighed, ‘Huh.’ He doesn’t even look at my face. I already knew he was a rank discriminator, but to have such a temperament even in this situation.

Lee Hye-won said:

“I think we should first worry about where to stay tonight. Since our accommodations and all the luggage the porters brought seem to have burned.”

“Don’t worry about that. I have some food too. I also have tents.”

I turned my gaze to the support team.

Out of over twenty support team members, only three survived. Rather, it was fortunate that the number decreased. We should be able to last about 2 weeks with the food I brought.

“Ha, you’re saying you’ll conquer the Gate with just this many people? Crazy talk.”

“Then do you want to die?”

I said looking at Yoo Seon-je.

“I know the situation is bad. But if we do nothing, there’s only death.”

“…”

“If there’s no sharp escape method, please follow my words.”


It’s the end of being swayed by your conceit, Yoo Seon-je. At my words, Yoo Seon-je closed his mouth and went out of the banquet hall.

Lee Hye-won looked at me and smiled apologetically. Since I know that guy’s temperament is like that from the beginning, I wasn’t particularly hurt anew.

I stayed in the banquet hall, gathered the corpses and burned them all. Some of the support team burst into tears. It must be due to various emotions coming from barely surviving themselves while those couldn’t.

Unlike the support team where at least a few survived, none of the combat hunters survived. That’s because Trickster focused on targeting this side.

Lee Hye-won’s expression changed seeing the corpses burning vigorously.

It must be because she clearly saw me shoot ice spears earlier. Now wasn’t the time to hide my talent.

Lee Hye-won carefully asked me:

“Agent Smith, what exactly is your talent?”

“Nature.”

“Nature…?”

“Yes, it seems I can handle pretty much all attributes that exist in nature.”

“Huh.”

Lee Hye-won, who let out an exclamation, said as if surprised:

“I haven’t heard of such a talent.”

“That’s why I’m working as a secret agent thanks to it. If my ability becomes known, it would cause a lot of ripples in society.”

Let’s just gloss over it. I didn’t have the strength to come up with a proper lie. After burning all the corpses, I went to Han Seo-hyeon who was sitting with a face exhausted from the aftereffects of the illusion.

“Agent John!”

I got in first before Han Seo-hyeon could call me boss. Lee Hye-won and the support team were sticking close to my side after all.

“Uh, um!”

Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly closed his mouth seeing the people following behind me.


“So you were here. It turned out as we expected. Those guys escaped in the end.”

I quickly added before Han Seo-hyeon could continue speaking.

“So we need to find a way somehow.”

Han Seo-hyeon just nodded at my words. Well, his voice and mask don’t match at all.

“Let’s find a place to rest first.”

Everyone was too exhausted. I looked at Yoo Seon-je resting in the corridor. Yoo Seon-je, who had fired all his mana at mere illusions, also had a tired face.

Even his clothes, which he usually managed to not have a single wrinkle, were full of wrinkles.

Knowing he has obsessive-compulsive disorder, it must be quite difficult.

We quietly headed outside the village. Our base set up outside the village had burned down due to Gemini’s attack. People’s expressions hardened seeing the corpses of the porters.

I also found the corpse of the captain who had called me brother-in-law. He had burned black in a posture of charging at someone with a shovel in hand. It seems he tried to stop Gemini somehow.

I gathered all the corpses around. We need to clean up this area thoroughly and set up a base.

I took out temporary tents from my pocket. I only brought two since Han Seo-hyeon and I were supposed to stay, but given the size per tent, it should be fine for our 7 people to stay.

“Team Leader, could you set this up in a suitable place? I need to clean up this place and check if there are any supplies left just in case.”

Although Gemini burned it, there might be something useful left if we search thoroughly.

I said looking at the support team:

“Could those who have room help me? Ah, it would be good to state your talents too.”

Lee Hye-won said:

“Sword talent, Lee Hye-won.”

Led by Lee Hye-won, each person passed their name and talent to me.

Sword talent that receives a bonus when handling swords.


Lee Jae-eun with talent in exploration and search.

Oh Hyo-rin with eyes that can see the boss’s weakness.

Shin Ma-ru with buffs that raise physical abilities and mana efficiency.

“Yoo Seon-je, aren’t you going to introduce yourself? Even though we all know.”

“Yoo Seon-je. Lightning.”

After saying that, Yoo Seon-je sat down tiredly. Well, that guy’s stamina isn’t very good either. It’s probably because he put off physical training to focus everything on mana. A typical glass cannon, you could say.

“Alright. I’m Smith who can handle natural attributes. This friend here is John who can handle sand.”

“Are those really your names?”

“We’re secret agents, so please understand.”

I simply ignore Lee Hye-won’s tackle. There was a lot to do.

“Jae-eun, please search for anything useful around here with me. I’d appreciate if the rest of you could help clean up this place. If there are any corpses… or such, please gather them in one place and I’ll take care of them.”

Since it’s a low temperature place, there’s no worry about corpses decaying, but it was better to process corpses right away in case persistent monsters pop up. With Will-o’-the-wisp around, it wouldn’t be strange if there were things like banshees.

That’s why I processed the corpses before moving earlier too.

“Agent John, please scout the surroundings.”

Han Seo-hyeon nodded and disappeared.

I rummaged through the burned luggage with Lee Jae-eun. Lee Jae-eun fully utilized her ability.

“I think there’s something here!”

Although Gemini’s flames were strong, there was quite a bit of luggage left thanks to not having much time.

Although the accommodations were all destroyed, there were still intact parts here and there, so it seemed we could make things like showers or toilets if we tore them down and modified them appropriately, even if not full accommodations.

We also found two intact food packages. With this, we’ve secured food for 2 weeks, plus an additional 2 weeks.

We should be able to endure inside here for at least a month. At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon who found me took out paper from his bosom.

“That friend…”

“Can’t speak.”

I quickly covered for him. As I expected, it seems Han Seo-hyeon was about to communicate through writing.

[I found the location of what’s presumed to be the real boss monster earlier.]

It was quite helpful information. At my gaze telling him to say more, Han Seo-hyeon quickly wrote down letters.

[The boss is sleeping in that visible spire. Actually, I’m not sure if it’s the boss or what. Anyway, the only monster in this castle is the woman over there.]

A sleeping woman, huh.

“Let’s go conquer it as soon as we recover our strength.”

I shook my head at Yoo Seon-je’s words.

“No. It’s still too early.”

I added to Yoo Seon-je with a displeased face:

“This ice palace is certainly strange. Hiding that woman, the monster, in the spire too. And having the form of a palace but no one being here. For now, it would be better to investigate this castle as much as possible before going to the spire.”

“What difference will investigating make?”

Yoo Seon-je was still crooked. I slowly opened my mouth.

“This is a special Gate. The point that monsters don’t appear to a strange degree, and that the only monster, whether it’s a boss monster or trigger monster, is there in a ‘sleeping state’.”

I added looking at Yoo Seon-je:

“Surely you’re not going to say nonsense like let’s eliminate it in one strike because it’s sleeping? This Gate is S-rank. The monster is ‘single’. Theoretically, the number of hunters needed to conquer this Gate is…”

“At least three 7-Circle hunters are needed, right?”

“Yes.”

The reason this conquest team entered with only two 7-Circle hunters in the first place was because the rest of the 6-Circle hunters could sufficiently cover. But now that all the other hunters who were supposed to support Yoo Seon-je are dead, we can’t clear it even if we die and come back to life.

Yoo Seon-je looks like a perfectionist at a glance, but he’s actually quite hot-tempered. Knowing he’s great, he probably hasn’t even tried making strategies.

Until now, he probably solved everything with brute firepower, but here even that brute firepower doesn’t work.

“We have enough food for the time being. There’s probably no one sloppy enough to suffer mana addiction. Let’s enter after obtaining as much information as possible.”

There’s no need to rush unnecessarily.

We had to do our best.

“We don’t know what will happen after waking that up yet. We only have one chance.”

Even Yoo Seon-je nodded at my words. Lee Hye-won’s eyes shone looking at me. It seems the accommodation setup was all finished in the meantime.

We decided to sleep divided into women and men. Four women, three men. We decided the women would use the slightly larger tent.

Yoo Seon-je, Han Seo-hyeon, and I entered the tent. Yoo Seon-je took the only bed as if it was natural. That sight was quite annoying, but I endure it since he has OCD and is a young master.

“Is that friend really mute?”

To think the first thing he asks is this.

“Isn’t that not the important thing? Huh, to answer for him, that friend indeed can’t speak. Surely you’re not thinking of making fun of someone else’s disability?”

At my words, Yoo Seon-je shut his mouth with a gasp. It seems even he thought his statement just now was a bit trashy. Only for a moment though, as Yoo Seon-je asked me once again:

“Do you really think we can clear this place?”

Unlike before, it’s a deflated voice. Well, Yoo Seon-je can’t help but be worried about the current situation too.

He’s rude, but that guy is also only twenty-one. He’ll soon be twenty-two, but still young. An age where you can’t help but fear death.

“We might not be able to clear it, but we have to think we will for now. I don’t want to die here either.”

The situation is certainly bad, but I was planning to try somehow.

For now, it was fortunate that Lee Hye-won with the sword talent and Yoo Seon-je survived. Han Seo-hyeon will also have tremendous destructive power as long as he’s holding the staff.

Three outstanding dealers. And three supports. Plus me, the all-around jack-of-all-trades.

The minimum requirements for conquering an S-rank Gate have been met.

“Let’s rest well today and think about it tomorrow.”

* * *

As soon as they came outside, the Assembler burst out complaints towards Trickster.

“Wouldn’t it have been better to definitely end their lives?”

“This is enough.”

If Yoo Seon-je had aimed for mutual destruction, someone would have been seriously injured. That’s how tremendous the destructive power of lightning was.

“Those guys absolutely can’t clear the Gate. How could they clear it?”

The Assembler also nodded at those words. Certainly, that team looked hopeless.

“That strange guy bothers me a bit though.”

“Indeed. Well, it would be fortunate if that guy dies there too.”

At that moment, Gemini cut in with a lively voice:

“What should we do with this guy?”

The support team hunter who helped them escape. Kim Chun-tae was trembling. Is he going to be killed now? Am I going to be killed? The voices of the villains were heard over his panicked state.

“By the way, who is this guy?”

“I hear he grew up in an orphanage that wasn’t properly registered. He awakened his ability just three months ago. Jin Yeon-hwa found out about that and diverted him.”

At the Assembler’s explanation, Gemini’s eyes shone.

Jin Yeon-hwa found this child just three months ago. And during those three months, the child never came out even once.

This was the card Jin Yeon-hwa had hidden. There would be an uproar if it became known there was such a card. Being able to ‘escape’ anytime is a precious talent after all.

Seol Rok-jin told the Top to take this awakener. He said he didn’t care what they did, whether they killed him or whatever.

It was a bonus for this job.

“How on earth did that man find out about this kid?”

“Who knows. But thanks to that, only we benefited.”

The Top had no intention of giving up this child. With this guy alone, she could burn all the hunters she hates in this world.
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For efficient ‘conquest’, we divided our roles.

Lee Jae-eun with the exploration talent decided to search the village with Lee Hye-won, I decided to search the ice palace, and Yoo Seon-je and the rest of the personnel decided to remain at the main camp (though it’s just temporary tents).

Han Seo-hyeon wanted to go with me, but I shook my head.

“For now, stay at the main camp. If anything strange happens around, send me a signal.”

Now that he can handle sand, there’s no one who can ‘monitor’ this space more perfectly than Han Seo-hyeon. Still, I wanted him to check on Yoo Seon-je’s movements if possible.

There might be a traitor left just in case, and we don’t know what that guy might do.

“Okay.”

While nodding at my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon pouted. If it were his original face, it might have been a bit cute, but with his current hairy middle-aged man look, it was an unbearable sight.

I quickly turned my head and headed for the back door of the ice palace, unlike before. I was planning to quickly skim through parts I hadn’t examined before.

—Why are you examining the palace?

“You said this is a fragment of a destroyed world, right?”

—That’s right.

“That means people really lived here, not that it’s a fake created by someone, right?”

I had been thinking of the world beyond the Gate as a concept like an ‘instant dungeon’. I thought it was a kind of ‘fake’ world that only appears in games.

That thought solidified more and more as killing dropped loot, and sometimes even provided opportunities for growth.

“No one thought this was a real world. No communicable humans have ever been found inside Gates so far. Even things that looked human were all something inhuman called humanoid monsters.”

But that’s not incomprehensible if you think it’s someone’s measure to prevent interference with the world.

Anyway, the important thing is that this place isn’t an illusion.

—This world has long since been destroyed.

“Until it was destroyed, this was probably an ordinary world. Where numerous people lived.”


Evidence supporting my thoughts was found one after another. Things like laundry rooms, toilets, kitchens. Evidence that people, not monsters, were living in this castle.

In the kitchen, cut ingredients remained as if they were in the middle of making food. Inside the pot on the hearth, soup was preserved in the state it was boiling. If everything hadn’t frozen, delicious smells would have been vibrating here.

Examining that place, I could understand one more thing.

Whatever froze this castle, it was instantaneous without any time for any reaction.

“It’s like looking at the ruins of Pompeii.”

—What’s that?

“There was an incident where an entire city was covered in ash due to a sudden volcanic eruption. The people were also covered in volcanic ash without time to escape. When they excavated that place later, they say it looked just like this.”

I looked at someone’s single shoe fallen on the floor. What happened to the person who fled from here without even knowing their shoe had come off?

“In Pompeii too, no traces of people remained. There were no corpses left due to high temperatures and long years. But later, when scientists poured plaster into the empty spaces in the volcanic ash, they were able to see the forms of people from that day.”

I said while moving my steps over the shoe:

“Perhaps we could revive the forms of people here too with special methods?”

—Well, it would probably be difficult. The people here would have disappeared due to the laws of the world.

“The laws of the world?”

—Like not being allowed to contact beings from other dimensions carelessly?

“But didn’t I meet Ray?”

—Strictly speaking, I’m not a living being.

Certainly, if there’s such a rule, it’s understandable why we haven’t met any people so far… But is it okay to say you’re not a person yourself? I glanced inwardly at Ray, but there was no sign of him being hurt.

I slowly moved my steps again.

The servants who would have been working here disappeared without leaving a trace.

All that remained in this castle was one woman quietly closing her eyes in the spire.


We were calling her ‘Serena’.

The woman Han Seo-hyeon described was a beautiful woman in her early 20s. He said she had pale skin so transparent you could see the veins, and blue hair.

Although she was trapped in the spire, her treatment didn’t seem too bad.

From the canopied bed to luxurious furniture. All the furniture decorated in the room was top quality.

He said it wasn’t that inferior in quality compared to things in the main castle. It means that although she was confined, at least a minimal life was guaranteed.

We don’t know if she, quietly lying in the spire, is really the boss, or a trigger to call the true boss.

—You said those guys called the second conquest team conquered this place? What did they do?

“Well, they probably did it the orthodox way.”

Since there was no mention of using any special method, they must have done it the way conquests have been done so far.

“Realizing there’s a monster in the spire with detection magic, waking up ‘Serena’ and killing her.”

There’s no simpler ‘conquest’ method than that.

It’s not for nothing that I’m searching every corner of this castle.

Perhaps if we investigate this castle and learn its secrets, we might find a way.

—What if you can’t find it?

“Then we’ll have to do it the orthodox way. Although I don’t see a way to win in a head-on battle.”

That’s why Yoo Seon-je is staying still even though he doesn’t really trust my words. Because it was impossible to break through an S-rank Gate head-on with our forces.

“If we don’t want to die, we’ll have to somehow get information from here.”

I moved my steps following traces of someone fleeing in a hurry. Perhaps because it was where servants gathered, unlike upstairs, things were quite scattered. Following those traces, I came across accommodations where servants would have stayed. In the small rooms packed tightly together, nothing special was visible. Just small beds, and things like small nightstands and wardrobes were all.

—It doesn’t seem like there would be anything important in a place like this.

“But you never know, right?”


—Most servants in this era were illiterate. Only those at the level of attendants would know how to write.

As Ray said, the people here must have been illiterate, as there were almost no cases of possessing books or writing instruments.

I barely found something that looked like a book, but the book that had already frozen transparent was just an ice lump in the shape of a book, not functioning as a book.

Wondering if something would change if I melted this ice, I floated a fireball nearby, but the ice remained the same. Thinking maybe the magic power was insufficient, I raised the firepower, but the ice that had been a book just melted and turned into water.

“I was hoping since it wasn’t transparent all the way through.”

This was already ice. Even if melted, it couldn’t return to its original state.

“Ugh.”

—Even if you find a book, you can’t read it like that, can you?

“Maybe there might be a book with pages open.”

Saying that, I smiled bitterly. The castle was large, but I’m not sure if it’s large enough to find a book in the exact ‘open’ state I need.

I eventually left the servants’ area without much gain. From the upper floor I reached by climbing stairs, it was all spaces that definitely felt like nobles used them. Because everything visible was splendid.

While passing by cabinets with decorations stuck on to a sickening degree, Ray’s voice was heard.

—Come to think of it, there’s one more strange thing.

“What is it?”

—Usually, those who build such large castles tend to have outstanding self-love. But there’s not a single portrait in this huge castle, is there?

“Ah.”

Now that you mention it, it’s certainly strange. As Ray said, there wasn’t any portrait in this castle.

“Perhaps the portraits disappeared like all the people who were here?”

—Gates only blow away living beings. They don’t touch objects. Think about it. Were there no paintings at all like this in the Gates you’ve entered so far?

“I don’t know, this is my first Gate.”

—Good heavens. You came to an S-rank Gate from the start?

I continued my thoughts, pushing aside Ray’s astonishment. It was certainly a reasonable point.

Louis XIV, who built the Palace of Versailles, was so addicted to portraits that he left about 700 portraits in his lifetime. Even if not to that extent, castles of this scale usually had portraits hanging here and there. Whether of the castle’s owner or their ancestors.

And it was no different in the world of Gates.

Even at the last auction, a vampire portrait discovered in a vampire’s old castle sold for 120 million won.

Certainly, it seems cases where there are no portraits to this extent were rare.

Not a single portrait.

As if someone artificially removed them all.

“I’ll have to keep searching for now.”

While searching rooms like that, I found a huge office where the lord of this castle would have stayed. An expensive desk and messy documents spread out. And bookshelves lined up around it. It was the perfect image of an office.

I first turned my gaze to the bookshelf near the entrance.

The bookshelf was full of books, but like books found elsewhere, they were frozen as one with the bookshelf, making it impossible to take them out.

I had no choice but to give up on the books stuck in the bookshelf and move on. Fortunately, there were plenty of open pages here as I had mentioned.

I threw my gaze at documents scattered on top of the bookshelf. Fortunately, the letters written on the open documents were barely distinguishable.

Of course, the language here wasn’t Korean, but I had something to rely on.

The 3-stroke talent ‘Translation’.

As I stimulated the mana circuit, the letters written in the book began to appear translated before my eyes.

“Eastern district relief… request…”

Although a few letters weren’t properly visible because they were written on transparent glass, I could roughly interpret it. But the content was disappointing. It was literally a kind of request asking for help because there was a drought in the eastern district and things had become difficult.

After finishing interpreting the document, I slowly opened my mouth.

“It’s a document requesting help because there’s a drought in the surrounding area. The recipient is ‘Count Hermann’. We at least learned the name of the lord who lived here.”

There were various other documents laid out next to this document, but they were also made of ice and didn’t budge at all.

“Hmm.”

It seems like we could find the answer if we could just somehow read the books here.

But we can’t peel off documents that don’t budge at all. I sighed and raised my head.

—There seems to be something over there.

“I saw it too.”

Behind the fancy chair was a huge curtain drawn. And that curtain was frozen in a form as if someone had hastily pulled it back. Through the gap in the pulled-back curtain, a door that had been ‘hidden’ was visible.

I approached the door and grabbed the handle, but the door didn’t move.

I thought it might be frozen like other things, but no.

This is locked. The handle clearly turned with a rattling sound.

Hmm, I focused on my eyes.

If it’s an artifact, it should be possible to unlock it somehow.

I drew up mana and infiltrated it into the handle.

Click.

The door opened lightly.

“Alright, shall we go in?”

There must be something different inside here. I instinctively sensed it.
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What I saw when I opened the door and entered was a staircase leading underground. The stairs were made of brown bricks, and the path leading underground was so dark that it was barely visible.

But what surprised me wasn’t that there was a secret space leading underground in the office.

Brown bricks?

“It’s not ice?”

—It seems that door was blocking the ice. If you don’t want everything to freeze, it would be better to close the door quickly!

As Ray said, ice was slowly spreading inwards along the door I had opened. I quickly closed the door. As the light flowing in from outside the door disappeared, darkness immediately enveloped me.

I hurriedly raised a light. Fortunately, the brown bricks visible in front of me remained as they were.

As Ray said, this door seems to have played a role in blocking the ‘ice’.

“The things inside here aren’t frozen.”

I couldn’t see at all what was at the end of the stairs leading down. From the musty smell unique to basements to the darkness where I couldn’t see an inch in front of me. Even for me, who’s not particularly fearful, it was a place I hesitated to step into. But it doesn’t make sense to turn back after coming this far.

I swallowed hard.

“I’m going down.”

Just in case, I wrapped two strokes of Shield around my body. One stroke of Light, two strokes of Shield. It was anxious that there was no room for mana circuits I could use immediately, but I felt reassured since I had Shield wrapped around me.

As I went down, the damp and musty smell unique to basements brushed my nose.

The stairs led to a huge basement underground. There, I could find old torches hanging on the walls. After extinguishing my light and lighting a torch, I looked around the basement holding the torch.

The place was so packed there was no room to step, filled with bookshelves with books inserted, desks full of piles of paper, and drawers storing various things that looked like magic materials.

It wasn’t a shelter, but seemed like a space where something illegal, that is, something that shouldn’t be seen by people, was being researched separately.

“Jackpot.”

This was exactly the kind of information I was looking for.

I slowly moved my body while leaving the torch stuck in the wall. The things here had escaped from the ice curse that swept through the castle. It means I could read the books fully stuffed in the bookshelves.


The problem is that I have to lower my Shield to read the books…

“Well, monsters won’t suddenly jump out, right?”

I immediately activated Translation.

I plan to skim through all the titles before skimming through the contents first.

[Understanding of Magic Power]

[Curse of the Ancient Mein]

[Introduction to Mein Volume 1]

[On the Mein, That Terrible Existence]

.

.

.

[Research Journal]

My gaze lingered on the last book. I immediately pulled out the [Research Journal] and held it in my hand. The book, full of someone’s hand marks, was something someone had written down letter by letter directly with a quill pen.

I twitched my eyebrows seeing the name written on the first page.

“Rodi Hermann.”

It was the name of the person who is, or was, the owner of this castle.

—Didn’t you say Count Hermann ruled this castle?

“Yes. It must be either himself who was processing documents up there, or his ancestor.”

We should be able to find out exactly what happened in this castle by looking at this diary.

* * *


Yoo Seon-je came outside, avoiding the rough-looking man glaring at him. Although he might have asked where he was going, the man called a ‘mute’ kept completely silent.

After coming outside, Yoo Seon-je immediately joined Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s team who were searching the village.

“Did you find anything?”

“No. Everything’s frozen so there’s not much we can touch.”

Lee Jae-eun with the exploration talent also shook her head at Yoo Seon-je’s gaze. With no living beings present now, Lee Jae-eun’s talent was completely useless.

Yoo Seon-je asked Lee Hye-won:

“Are you really going to trust that suspicious person?”

Agents John and Smith. Those men who gave such halfhearted aliases. Lee Hye-won also agreed that they couldn’t trust them. But…

“We can’t drive them away right now.”

That was the problem. That they were in a situation where they had no choice but to join forces even with such sloppy-looking men for now.

“With you here, Seon-je, it shouldn’t be difficult to subdue them. If we pressure and interrogate them, we might hear their real hidden intentions. But even so…”

Lee Hye-won trailed off. The rest wasn’t difficult to guess. Yoo Seon-je continued her words:

“You think we won’t be able to escape from here anyway.”

“…The situation is difficult.”

Lee Hye-won didn’t flatly say it was impossible, but her already depressed expression was as good as an answer.

She had always held her head high proudly, but since that incident, she had completely lost her light. She was just enduring with the thought that if she collapsed, this conquest team would collapse.

Certainly, it was impossible not to feel pressure. It was crazy to try to conquer a raid-type Gate with this number of people now.

Their lives were already over. They were just meaninglessly extending their lives.

“Do you think that man can find out something?”

“He was strangely confident.”


“That’s because he’s stupid.”

“Hmm.”

Lee Hye-won thought Agent Smith was far from stupid, but she didn’t want to go against Yoo Seon-je’s words. At that ambiguous answer, Yoo Seon-je seemed to think Lee Hye-won had made the same judgment as him and continued speaking:

“Rather than being with untrustworthy people, it’s better to exclude them.”

“Still, every single hunter is precious in this situation now.”

“If they were proper hunters, that is.”

Yoo Seon-je snorted. Certainly, those people who introduced themselves as John and Smith had quite good skills. But Yoo Seon-je couldn’t trust them at all.

“I’ll somehow try to defeat Serena, so when they come here, first strike from behind…”

It was when Yoo Seon-je was saying that.

“Oh! So you were all here.”

At the sudden voice, Yoo Seon-je’s head turned sharply. It was Smith, who had said he was going to look for clues in the ice palace.

“When did you come here?”

He hadn’t felt even a bit of presence. Just as Yoo Seon-je was thinking he was indeed untrustworthy, Smith smiled brightly and said:

“I think I found a clue.”

The one most surprised by Smith’s words was Yoo Seon-je, who had been about to say they should exclude him until just now.

“You found a clue? What kind of clue?”

“I think it would be better to gather everyone together and talk. Let’s go call the people at the main camp.”

And so all 7 remaining members of the conquest team headed to the basement Smith said he had discovered.

A secret space that wasn’t frozen, unlike other places.

Seeing that he had found such a thing in that short time, Lee Hye-won thought to herself that he indeed had the skills to talk about ‘conquest’ as he did.

Smith even translated the language of another world and told them.

The [Research Journal] (as Smith claimed it was) had quite detailed accounts of what happened in this castle.

“The person who ruled this castle was a man called Count Hermann.”

Smith slowly began to unfold the truth of this castle written in that journal.

‘Rodi Hermann’, who was the heir to succeed the count at the time, leaves after receiving orders to subdue a demon beast, that is, a monster that appeared in the surrounding forest. After successfully subduing the monster, he meets a very mysterious girl in the forest.

A girl with white hair and white eyes, an inhumanly beautiful girl.

Rodi Hermann falls in love with her at first sight.

But she wasn’t human. She was, to use the expression here, a ‘Mein’.

“That Mein wouldn’t be the ‘Mein’ I know, right?” (tl/note: ‘Demon’ in Chinese)

At Yoo Seon-je’s question, everyone’s gaze turned to Smith.

‘Demons’ and such hadn’t appeared in the current world, but in the world beyond Gates, demon tribes or devils often appeared as high-ranking monsters. Of course, there were also ‘Mein’ who had made contracts with them and gained new powers.

“To be precise, it’s not that they became Mein because of demons, but that they were called Mein because they could use magic.”

Smith, who said that, continued:

“There was no evidence that they were related to demons. I looked at all the books here, but the claims of people making such assertions lacked argumentation. They were just groundless superstitions close to nonsense.”

“You’re saying you read all the books here in that short time?”

“I’m a bit of a fast reader.”

At Smith’s words, a small commotion arose. The books here seemed to be at least several thousand volumes. It seemed physically impossible to have read all the books here in just a few hours.

Unless he had a talent like speed reading…

‘But Smith already said his talent was handling natural attributes. Actually, that’s impossible too.’

Lee Hye-won deliberately put away the thoughts in her head. That wasn’t what was important right now.

“Anyway, Count Hermann, who met that Mein, fell in love with her. At least at that time, Count Hermann seems to have believed she was human. Or he was deliberately ignoring it because he was in love. Anyway, with the count’s love, she succeeded in becoming the countess, which was unusual for someone of common birth. It’s written that she was beautiful and wise, so she received tremendous love despite her unclear origins.”

Up to here, it could have been a beautiful love story.

However, the problem began when the countess became pregnant with Count Hermann’s child.

The conception of life is certainly a blessing, but unfortunately, her pregnancy was far from a blessing.

“It seems that hybrids between Mein and humans are extremely unstable. Unlike Mein who can control their power, they can’t easily control their own power.”

Lee Jae-eun, who caught on to Smith’s words, opened her mouth:

“Don’t tell me that hybrid is…”

“The woman sleeping in that spire.”

“Oh my. So did this happen because that friend couldn’t control her power?”

“It might have been better if that had happened.”

Smith slowly opened his mouth again:

“The child started causing problems from when it was in the mother’s womb. Because she was carrying such an unstable child, even the countess’s transformation magic began to falter. Eventually, Count Hermann hides her somewhere else, making excuses that she’s sick, to protect his wife.”

But even escape was useless. The unstable magic power of the child in the countess’s womb kept stimulating her.

Even though it was a fetus in the womb, the child was too powerful, and as the child grew, the Mein was dying.

And at the moment of birth. The countess couldn’t withstand the child and passed away.

“So Count Hermann begins to hate the child. And he tells the world. That an evil Mein in this world, jealous of him and his wife, planted the seed of evil in the child. So let’s kill this seed of evil, he says.”

Smith, holding up the old book, said:

“This book is a murder journal written by Count Rodi Hermann to find a way to kill his daughter.”
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At my words, a chilling silence descended on the basement.

“A murder journal? If that’s true, then what’s in that spire is the count’s own daughter, right? He tried to kill his own daughter?”

At Lee Jae-eun’s question, I nodded with a bitter smile.

“Yes. The count didn’t think of that child as his daughter.”

“Oh my.”

“Among the methods written in that journal, were there any that were effective?”

At Yoo Seon-je’s words, Lee Jae-eun gaped at him. It sounded like the Yoo Seon-je I knew.

“No. The child survived to the end even when starved, thrown into hot fire, or thrown into water. Eventually, Count Hermann leaves a message saying he’s confining the child in the spire and forbidding anyone’s approach. Perhaps he hoped she would die alone in that spire.”

But the child survived alone in the spire. Without anyone’s help, interest, or care. And hearing that fact, Count Hermann becomes even more enraged. Even the people here all define that child as a monster.

“Count Hermann kept researching ways to kill that child. In this lab here.”

“And he failed in the end, right?”

I nodded at Yoo Seon-je’s words. All the methods in the journal failed. There were terrible things I don’t even want to mention, but the child endured and survived all those torture-like experiments, no, ‘murder attempts’ to the end.

“And that’s how the castle ended up like this. Was it revenge?”

At Lee Jae-eun’s question, before I could answer, Yoo Seon-je said:

“But is that important?”

“What?”

“In the end, there wasn’t anything written about weaknesses, right?”

Hmm, if he’s asking if we’ve gotten closer to conquering, certainly the information we found this time might not be very helpful.

“Whether that woman there, that monster, lived a pitiful life or whatever, isn’t that not important?”

At Yoo Seon-je’s words, people couldn’t give any answer. Han Seo-hyeon glared at Yoo Seon-je with a terrifying face, but it wasn’t entirely wrong.


“So what if she’s pitiful? We have to defeat the monster there to get out of here anyway.”

“Ugh…”

Lee Jae-eun made a strange sound and clenched her fist.

He’s really something when it comes to ruining the atmosphere.

I opened my mouth, inwardly sighing.

“Yoo Seon-je has a point. The information we’ve found now certainly won’t directly help with the conquest. We’re still in the dark about why this castle froze in the first place.”

“You mean everything you’ve done so far was a complete waste of time.”

At Yoo Seon-je’s words, I shrugged.

“But we did find out something. First of all, didn’t we find out that the child in that spire…”

“Monster.”

“…Yes, the monster is a hybrid of Mein and human? We also found out that attacks without magic power couldn’t inflict any damage. Well, that’s obvious for monsters.”

I added:

“It’s impossible for either Yoo Seon-je or me to find a way to kill that monster right away. Still, I’m doing my best within what I can do. While Yoo Seon-je hasn’t found out ‘anything’.”

I didn’t intend to turn Yoo Seon-je into an enemy, but I couldn’t bear not saying something.

At my words, Yoo Seon-je glared at me with terrifying eyes. No joke, a white shadow flickered in his pupils. It means he even drew up mana.

If there were no watching eyes, he would have definitely shot a stinging lightning bolt at me.

“I don’t have a hobby that suits time-wasting, so I’ll be going now.”

After spitting out those words, Yoo Seon-je headed straight for the stairs.

I shouted at Yoo Seon-je’s back:

“Don’t forget to close the door tightly when you leave!”


Bang!

The sound of the door closing was loud. Why pray for the door to fall off, really.

Anyway, what a nasty temper.

The remaining companions rolled their eyes while glancing at me. Oh, this. I showed an unpleasant side. Especially now when there are so few people left, we should be cooperating more than ever.

I glanced at Team Leader Lee Hye-won. She opened her mouth as our eyes met.

“We’re thinking of leaving here now too, but what are you planning to do now, Agent Smith?”

“Hmm… For now, I’m thinking of staying here to check for more information.”

“Didn’t you say you’ve already read all the books here?”

Strictly speaking, it was Ray who read and memorized all the books here. I just diligently turned the pages.

Because of that, I could grasp the general story, but it was difficult to say I had thoroughly found out everything.

“I’m thinking of looking through it again to see if I missed anything. Unlike Count Hermann, we have magic power. Methods that failed for Count Hermann might be meaningful for us.”

Lee Hye-won looked overwhelmed as she looked around at the shelves full of books.

“Even if I wanted to help, only you can read the books here, so I can’t help.”

“It’s alright.”

“Then, John…”

Lee Hye-won shifted her gaze to Han Seo-hyeon. Han Seo-hyeon shook his head slightly. He looked like he had a lot to say, so this time I didn’t tell him to follow those people.

Sometimes it seems I should lift that vow of silence. A teenager who usually talks a lot hasn’t been able to say a word for hours now.

In the end, the two of us decided to stay here, and the rest decided to look for other things outside.

“Don’t forget to close the door tightly when you leave.”

“Yes!”


Unlike someone earlier, the door closed very quietly. As soon as they left, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth with an expression like he was about to die.

“Ugh, I really thought I was going crazy from frustration.”

“You worked hard.”

“Ugh.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who had been shivering for a moment, looked at me and hurriedly opened his mouth.

“Ah, right! Do you know those people were planning to take down the boss?”

“What?”

“I’m telling you, they’re just waiting for an opportunity from behind.”

“Huh.”

Considering Yoo Seon-je’s hostility I saw just now, it wasn’t such a strange thing.

“Are they really going to attack us?”

“No, they don’t have the confidence to take down the boss of this place, I mean, the boss of that Gate without us.”

“As long as they’re not planning to pounce on us right away, that’s fine.”

“What, is that it?”

At my nonchalant reaction, Han Seo-hyeon sighed as if deflated. He seems quite displeased about having to ally with the Sirius conquest team that doesn’t trust us at all.

“Ah, and there’s something that bothers me. Why did they decorate the room of the daughter they hate so much so nicely?”

“Right, you said the room in the spire was very beautiful?”

It certainly didn’t match the hatred felt from the journal. It said they didn’t even feed her properly or take care of her.

“Maybe it’s made of ice? Like that Elsa from Disney. She has the power to handle ice.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who had been chattering like that, said as if he realized something:

“If we say this without filtering, won’t Disney come to save us?”

“What are you talking about?”

“To sue us for copyright infringement…”

He’s gone weird from being confined for too long.

“You should go upstairs instead of staying here in the basement.”

“Ugh, can’t I stay here? I’ll be quiet and well-behaved. Do you know how frustrating it is to be there unable to speak? I’m really about to suffocate.”

—It certainly isn’t a good situation for a teenager going through puberty.

Having to hide himself wearing a fake face in a place full of enemies. It was certainly too much pressure for a seventeen-year-old kid to experience. I nodded to Han Seo-hyeon. He needed rest too.

It’s because Han Seo-hyeon is nice that he endured this much. If Kim Jae-ho were here, he would have turned things upside down long ago.

—Isn’t it because of that guy’s mask that you left him behind?

‘Hmm.’

—I thought it was strange somehow.

‘He’s not well-suited for missions like this.’

Kim Jae-ho was clumsy at dealing with people. Unlike me and Han Seo-hyeon who could blend in smoothly with our surroundings, he would inevitably show signs in his behavior. If we had brought Jae-ho, our identities probably would have been exposed on the first day.

Now that the situation has turned out like this, I really miss Kim Jae-ho.

I wonder if he’s doing well. Is he eating properly? I instructed him thoroughly before coming, but I was worried like leaving a child by the water.

Hmm…

I shook my head to shake off my worries about Kim Jae-ho. He’s not the kind of guy who would go somewhere and get beaten up by someone, so he should be doing well.

—Yeah, if anything he’d be the one beating others up.

For now, finding a way to conquer this Gate is the priority.

I frowned, glaring at the books packed tightly in the bookshelves.

‘I don’t know if we can find a solution in here, but.’

* * *

“It’s a waste of time. Reading those books won’t change anything.”

Yoo Seon-je asserted. He said what Smith was clinging to was nothing but a waste of time. Lee Hye-won rolled her eyes at those words. Although she was in the position of team leader who should lead the team, this incident had long since left her hands.

In fact, Lee Hye-won tended to respect Agent Smith’s judgment. At least, she didn’t want to disparage someone who was trying to find a way to conquer somehow, even finding a hidden secret space and reading old worn-out books there.

But if she said that, that narrow-minded hero would get upset.

Lee Hye-won moderately took Yoo Seon-je’s side.

“We can’t just leave it to them, so it would be good for us to investigate this place on our own. Lee Jae-eun?”

“Yeeees!”

Lee Jae-eun hurriedly jumped out at Lee Hye-won’s words.

“Please explore this area and let us know if there’s any suspicious place. There might be another hidden space like before.”

“Yes! I understand!”

“It could be dangerous, so don’t go too close and be sure to tell us if you discover anything. And Shin Ma-ru and Oh Hyo-jun…”

Shin Ma-ru and Oh Hyo-jun had talents that were only relevant during combat, so it was ambiguous to count them as combat power here.

Even their physical abilities were similar to ordinary people.

Seeing Lee Hye-won’s expression, the two quickly opened their mouths.

“Should we go make a meal for now?”

“Y-yeah?”

Lee Hye-won smiled faintly as if grateful at the words of the two people who found something to do on their own.

“Alright. Then Seon-je…”

“I’ll train.”

“Ah, training?”

“There’s a technique I couldn’t complete before coming here.”

“Well, if that’s the case. But don’t go too far…”

Yoo Seon-je left this place with his long legs before Lee Hye-won’s words were finished.

Lee Hye-won touched her forehead.

“Somehow it feels like no one is listening to me.”

Lee Jae-eun, who heard that whisper from the side, raised her hand and said:

“That’s not true! I’m here. Let’s start searching the village!”

Lee Hye-won smiled seeing Lee Jae-eun cheering her up from the side.

“Alright.”
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“Yaaawn.”

Kim Jae-ho opened his mouth wide and glared at the Gate in front of him.

In front of the blue glowing Gate were many Sirius Gate guards with fierce glowing eyes.

Kang Yi-sin, the boss, asked Kim Jae-ho to stop people who might enter this Gate later before he went inside.

A special mission only Kim Jae-ho could do, he said.

Kim Jae-ho nodded readily at the words that it couldn’t be entrusted to the weak Han Seo-hyeon.

Well, that guy is useless at guarding things! I’d have to protect him if anything!

Before that day was even over, Kim Jae-ho regretted that decision.

And now, about two weeks later, Kim Jae-ho wanted to go into that Gate and drag out Kang Yi-sin and Han Seo-hyeon if he could.

The outside was too boring.

When it was this boring, he used to go into Han Seo-hyeon’s room. Then Han Seo-hyeon would crumple his face and shout at him to get out, and if he still stayed, the bone minions would appear and rush at Kim Jae-ho.

The new black bone minions were good because they were fun to beat up.

He wished someone targeting that Gate would come instead.

Kang Yi-sin said he could go back to the main base and rest if it got difficult, but he didn’t want to. Being bored is different from being tired.

‘I’m hungry.’

Kim Jae-ho took out a hot bar from his backpack. This backpack Kang Yi-sin had given him was packed full of instant food that would last for months.

Strangely, it didn’t taste good even though it was what he always ate. It only tasted good when he ate with those guys.

‘Come out quickly.’

Kim Jae-ho whispered, glaring at the blue Gate.

* * *


“Any results?”

I shrugged at Han Seo-hyeon’s question. It was already the seventh day we’ve stayed here. All I’ve done during that time was eat and read books.

Did I gain anything?

Not entirely nothing.

━ 「Understanding of Magic Power Operation」 ━

Potential: B

Type: Passive

Becomes even more adept at mana operation by encountering mana operation methods from another dimension.

I got a new skill. I learned it while reading books about Mein. I didn’t know I’d gain a talent in this way.

—There are numerous ‘possibilities’ in your body after all.

Certainly, it seems mana operation has become a bit smoother. Unfortunately, apart from gaining that skill, there wasn’t much else I gained.

“Is the spire still accessible?”

“Yes. It seems sand isn’t counted as a living being. She’s still sleeping without waking up.”

“Hmm.”

I closed the book. This was the last one, so there’s nothing more to look at now.

There were still many unsolved mysteries.

Count Hermann, the owner of this castle and ruler of this region, clearly hated Serena.

But why were the facilities in the spire so good? And who is ‘Serena’?

“Isn’t it obviously the name of the woman sleeping in that spire? It seems she’s the one who made this castle like this too.”

“I thought so at first too, but the name ‘Serena’ doesn’t appear in this journal. Count Hermann thoroughly hated the child. To the extent of not even giving her a name. In this journal, the count referred to the child using pronouns like ‘it’ or ‘monster’.”


Who could Serena be? If Serena refers to the child in the spire, who gave her the name ‘Serena’ and took care of her?

“There must have been someone who took care of her, avoiding the count’s eyes.”

“Someone who helped a person called a monster, huh.”

“Maybe there was at least one good Samaritan in this castle too. If we can find out that person’s identity, we might be able to find out about the conquest too.”

Unfortunately, there was no trace to be found in all these books.

The village search team said they had no results either, so I was thinking of searching the castle again.

“Ugh.”

I stretched. My whole body was stiff from reading books downstairs for so long. After loosening up, I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“You should go back to the main base.”

“Ugh! The atmosphere there is really bad. That Yoo Seon-je guy drops lightning outside all day, so it’s noisy too.”

A show of force, or what? Han Seo-hyeon, who chattered like that, crumpled his face. Yoo Seon-je was literally throwing a tantrum. Even after a week had passed.

“He says he’s creating a technique, but.”

“What technique. He’s just venting his temper, that’s all. Huh!”

Over the past week, the relationship between Han Seo-hyeon and Yoo Seon-je had only gotten worse. Even though they hadn’t exchanged words, he says he can feel him looking down on us just from his expression.

Certainly, the corner of his mouth that slightly raised only on one side whenever he saw us was really unpleasant even to me. I was fine because I had immunity, but Han Seo-hyeon was different.

“He doesn’t even know we came to save him! In the first place, we’re going through all this trouble because of him!”

I left Han Seo-hyeon alone as he burst out complaints. He’s a guy who can’t even open his mouth comfortably except in the basement.

“Let’s be patient a little longer.”

“Huh, you know I’m enduring only because of you, boss.”

Saying that, Han Seo-hyeon headed towards the main base, stomping his feet.


After parting with Han Seo-hyeon, I began to thoroughly search the castle in earnest. The basement I thought would be the key to the conquest ended up being a bust after all.

—It wasn’t a complete bust, was it?

“We didn’t find out how to do the conquest.”

—Tsk. You told the kid not to mind that guy’s words, but aren’t you the one minding them the most?

“Ahem.”

Is it because of what I experienced during my academy days? It’s true that every single word of that guy stimulates my nerves. Maybe I spent the past week foolishly in that basement to prove that guy’s words wrong.

Actually, I guessed all the books there were trash after just three days.

“Anyway, it seems something is hidden in this castle for sure. Let’s search a bit more.”

I began to search the castle more meticulously. I even checked parts I had just passed by once again for no reason. I even felt all the walls wondering if there might be hidden spaces, like the door that had been hidden behind the ice curtain.

As I was feeling the walls like that, something strange caught my eye.

“Wait.”

—What is it?

“Aren’t the thickness of this wall and that wall different?”

Even though there was just one pillar in between, this wall was a few centimeters thicker than that wall. Although it was hard to notice from the outside as they were all covered in pure white ice, you could definitely feel the difference when touching them.

“There might be something inside this. Let’s analyze the inside once.”

I placed my hand on the wall and said to Ray:

“Please.”

I entrusted my body to Ray. I could scan the inside with mana too, but I was still lacking in remembering all the scanned paths and drawing a picture in my head.

How long did I wait like that?

Ray’s excited voice rang in my head.

—There are paintings inside. Portraits! It’s not that there were no portraits. They covered all the walls where paintings were hanging with ice.

“Can we break the ice covering the paintings?”

—Hmm, it seems possible. There’s a space between the painting and the wall because of the frame. First, leave your body to me.

Ray, who took over my body, began to delicately carve the ice. In about ten minutes, all the ice covering the wall disappeared.

Two portraits that had been hidden by the ice wall were revealed. One seemed to be a painting of ‘Count Hermann’, the owner of this place.

Although I couldn’t tell the colors because everything was made of ice, I could recognize his distinct features.

Next to the painting of the count was a portrait of a woman with her hair elegantly tied up.

“Could this be the Mein who married the count?”

—No, the journal said that after she died, Count Hermann burned all her portraits. His hatred for the child and sense of loss from losing her was so great that he tried to deny even his past of loving her.

With his perfect memory, Ray remembered perfectly even parts I had missed.

—I don’t think this is the only hidden portrait. We should look around more.

I nodded at Ray’s words. I began to remove all the ice from places where portraits were contained by investigating the walls.

After tearing down a few more walls like that, I could finally know the identity of that woman.

“It seems Count Hermann remarried after that incident. Well, he couldn’t not do so as a nobleman.”

The portraits that appeared from the torn walls were all of two people drawn together. The same shaped rings were shining on both of their ring fingers.

—There was no information about this woman in the journal.

“It means Count Hermann wasn’t a good husband. To the extent that he had no interest at all in the woman he remarried.”

Could this woman have been the ‘good Samaritan’?

She does look quite kind. The woman had such a gentle impression that it seemed she couldn’t even kill a fly with her own hands. But I’ve experienced too many things to just believe someone because they look kind.

“Still, there’s too little information about this woman.”

There was too little information about this woman in this castle. You’d think someone of the rank of countess would have had her own space, but there wasn’t even a place estimated to be this woman’s room.

—Maybe it’s hidden.

“Like the portraits?”

—Yeah.

Just like they covered the walls like this, they might have covered walls elsewhere too. As I was thinking that and tapping around, I ran into Lee Hye-won and Lee Jae-eun who were about to go upstairs.

“What are you doing?”

“Ah, I was wondering if there might be hidden spaces inside these walls.”

I explained the situation. And not long after, we were able to discover another suspicious wall.

“Ha, to think they really made an entire wall to hide it.”

Days of hard work flashed through my mind.

I put my hand on the wall and instantly removed the wall as I had done so far. As the ice broke away and a door was revealed, Lee Jae-eun and Lee Hye-won looked at me with surprised faces.

“How…”

“Haha, it’s a small trick.”

—Small trick? Really. They say the bear does the tricks but someone else pockets the reward.

Ignoring Ray’s petty grumbling, I flowed mana into the handle. The locked door opened lightly. As soon as I opened the door, I quickly ushered Lee Hye-won and Lee Jae-eun inside as ice began to spread, and closed the door.

Fortunately, when I closed the door, the ice no longer spread inwards.

“Wow.”

Lee Jae-eun’s exclamation rang out. I also belatedly looked around the room. This place too was perfectly preserved like the basement. But unlike the damp and cool basement, this place…

“It’s a beautiful room.”

It was certainly beautiful, befitting a room where a noble aristocrat stayed. The room filled with antique furniture was as large as several rooms combined. A bed placed in the center and a huge wardrobe that could store dozens of dresses. And a dressing table, desk, and bookshelf full of books.

“Why didn’t this place freeze?”

At Lee Jae-eun’s question, I casually threw out words:

“Let’s investigate this area first.”

I immediately headed for the desk. There were piles of letters on the desk that hadn’t been sorted yet. As if in the middle of writing a reply, there was even an open inkwell and quill pen. I picked up the unfinished letter. Looking at the letter, I couldn’t help but be surprised by its contents, and the name written at the bottom.

“Ah.”

“Wh-what is it?”

Lee Jae-eun cried out in surprise at my voice.

“It’s nothing much, just that I think I know the name of this room’s owner.”

“What is it?”

“Serena Helen.”

At that name, Lee Jae-eun opened her round eyes wide and cried out:

“What?”

It seemed we had found the owner of this ice palace.
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“By Serena, do you mean the Serena from ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’?”

“Yes.”

I gathered the letters. Only some letters without replies were left, but even with these one-sided letters alone, there was no problem in confirming the situation.

Lee Hye-won and Lee Jae-eun caught their breath around me as I frantically read through the letters. After reading all the letters, I raised my gaze. At Lee Hye-won’s gaze that seemed to be waiting for an answer, I slowly opened my mouth.

“I think I know roughly what happened in here.”

“What happened?”

“It would be better to talk about that when everyone is gathered.”

Saying that, I asked Ray inwardly:

‘Did you remember everything?’

—Of course.

I picked up the leather pouch placed on the desk. According to the contents of this letter, that item should be here. The moment I opened that pouch, a window appeared before my eyes.

[You have discovered the ‘Key Item’ of the repeating world.]

Key Item?

As soon as I read those words that appeared in that window, my vision began to black out.

* * *

When I opened my eyes again, I was standing alone in an unfamiliar space. Even my body wasn’t normal. I frowned looking at my body that had become transparent like a ghost. What is this…

The people who had been around me were all gone. I tried to open my mouth to call the people who had been around, but I couldn’t open my mouth comfortably as if I had entered water.

‘Ray!’

I called Ray, but Ray’s voice couldn’t be heard. To think even Ray disappeared.

In the end, I gave up calling the people around and began to scan the surroundings.


Soon I realized that this was the castle ‘unfrozen’.

Although it was a place I had thoroughly searched while staying for several days, the castle not covered in ice felt unfamiliar as if I had come for the first time.

I slowly moved my steps forward.

A space I came to after touching the Key Item. Is it planning to show me what happened here?

If it’s that, I had a rough idea.

It’s clear where I should go. I moved my steps to a place I had never thought of going directly until now.

The spire.

Not long after coming out to the corridor, I encountered servants moving around here, but naturally, the servants’ gazes never turned towards me. I slowly scanned their faces. The servants’ faces weren’t much different from those living on Earth.

Servants chatting while cleaning here and there also caught my eye, but their conversations couldn’t be interpreted at all.

Unlike the 3-stroke talent Translation, Interpretation was 5 strokes. It was regrettable that I couldn’t understand their words, but they weren’t the important ones.

I slowly climbed the spire. Although a few guards were guarding the spire as if to prevent strangers from entering, I comfortably slipped between them. Being a ghost, this one thing is good.

I was finally able to reach the room at the top of the spire. And slowly passing through the door, I could face the protagonist who caused all this.

Count Hermann said that what was in this spire was a monster, but the woman I was looking at was too beautiful to be called a monster.

Silver hair as if melted silver was drawn out, blue eyes shining like jewels. Even skin shining white as if it would be transparent. On top of that, her pure and clear expression as if she didn’t know anything made this woman look several years younger than her actual age.

The woman was sitting on her canopied bed with a fairy-like appearance that could only come out in fairy tales.

I slowly looked around the room in the spire that I had only heard about from Han Seo-hyeon until now. As Han Seo-hyeon said, this room was nicely decorated in a cute way. It was Serena Helen, Count Hermann’s wife, who brought furniture into this room that had been empty.

This child’s life was sharply divided into before and after Serena came.

Was that why?

The child really liked Serena. Even though they had never directly met face to face.

Knock knock, a maid entered opening the door. The maid tried to suppress her fear and forced a smile. But the woman didn’t notice the maid’s fear and just welcomed her.


The maid delivered ‘Serena’s letter’ to the woman as always. Even though she must have been hungry, the woman reached for the letter before the meal. The maid who had delivered everything to give to the woman left as if escaping from this place.

The woman’s eyes fell on the letter.

Fortunately, there was no problem moving mana even in here. I used ‘Translation’ to peek at the letter.

[Hello, did you have a good day today too?

I’m worried about you being alone in the always cold spire.

I’m sorry I can’t do more for you.

Do you know winter is coming soon?

This land of Heron is always warm, but when winter comes, cold winds scratch your cheeks.

So today, I’ve specially included a potion that will make your winter warm.

If you drink the potion after finishing your meal, it will help you spend this winter warmly.

Then with love for today too.

—From Serena Helen,

Who wants to be your mother.]

The woman smiled like a child reading that letter.

But I couldn’t smile. Because I knew what that potion the woman was holding was.

After finishing her meal, the woman swallowed the reddish potion without knowing anything.

I closed my eyes.

The potion’s effect was fast.

Thump, thump. The mana flowing through the woman’s heart began to run wild all at once. The woman pressed down on where her heart was in confusion, but her heart beat crazily.

An enormous amount of mana was sleeping in the blood of the woman, a hybrid of Mein and human.


And that potion…

Made that mana run wild.

As the blood flowing through the blood vessels, the mana dissolved in that blood began to run wild, the woman’s blood vessels began to shine brightly.

“Aaaagh!”

The woman screamed, twisting her whole body in pain. The sight of the woman twisting her body while emitting light was grotesque. Unable to bear watching that sight any longer, I tightly closed my eyes.

“Huh, huh, huugh!”

Agonizing groans echoed through the tower, but no one cared about what was inside.

The maid who must have heard these groans, the guards too. No one came up.

Because this woman’s life or death wasn’t an important matter to them. No, rather they were people who had only wished for this woman to die.

But this wasn’t just something painful for the woman and ending there.

This was the beginning.

In pain, the woman finally let go of all her mana that she had been suppressing until now. The destructive mana completely dominated her brain. The woman who had raised her staggering body let out an ear-piercing scream instead of painful groans.

The woman who lost her reason literally turned into a ‘monster’.

Her surroundings began to freeze. In an instant, the beautiful room in the tower turned to ice.

After that, things I had expected happened.

Breaking the window of the spire and coming down, she looked around. People who belatedly noticed this situation came to stop her, but it was already too late.

The fully awakened she wasn’t weak enough to be stopped by a few soldiers.

Ice chunks that appeared following her hand gestures began to pour around. Those hit by ice chunks instantly froze and hardened.

Even if they were lucky enough to avoid the ice chunks, just standing near them made their bodies start to freeze. If your toes freeze, it’s all over.

A few people screamed, grabbing their gradually freezing bodies.

At the rapidly dropping temperature, people began to breathe out white breath.

The ground where green grass had been sprouting immediately froze white, and the trees with leaves, and black bricks were the same.

Everything began to turn white where she passed.

Whether people or objects.

Everything, all of it.

Those who realized this fact began to flee from her. Servants first screamed and ran away, and a few nobles followed behind.

Even the knights who had boldly drawn their swords soon threw down their swords and began to run, seeing their comrades freeze in front of them.

But no one could escape from her.

And so the castle that had been full of vitality froze just as I had seen it.

An ice palace without a single living being.

Taking away all life, all vitality, the woman wailed sadly.

At that moment, a faint voice echoed in my head.

—I want to stop.

‘Ray?’

No, it’s not Ray. This voice was too high for that. Like a woman’s.

—I don’t want this.

The voice soaked in agony resonated inside me.

‘You…’

—I want to stop this.

‘I understand, I understand you’re in pain, but…’

—Please stop me.

How exactly? I wanted to ask her that.

Before I knew it, that ‘Key Item’ was in my hand. As if that was the only thing that would end all this.

—Please.

A yellow potion that had come out of the pouch was in my hand before I knew it.

‘What am I supposed to do with this? Throw it at you?’

Before I could continue speaking, I was driven out of that world.

* * *

When I opened my eyes again, I was lying on a bed. Lee Jae-eun screamed looking at my face.

“Kyaaah!”

“What is it?”

“Y-you suddenly collapsed and then suddenly got up! I was surprised!”

“I’m sorry about that.”

“Are you alright?”

At Lee Hye-won’s voice, I nodded.

“By the way, you say I suddenly collapsed? How long has it been since I collapsed?”

“Not long. Only about 10 minutes have passed.”

I rubbed my face.

“I think I’ve figured out how to conquer this Gate.”

At my words, the people there lit up their eyes.

“First, please gather everyone here.”

At my request, Lee Jae-eun immediately went outside the room. Team Leader Lee Hye-won asked me:

“What did you find out?”

“Yes. I saw what happened here, the truth of that day.”

“You saw?”

I held up the pouch.

“Yes, as soon as I touched this, what happened that day flowed into my head. Let’s talk about the details after gathering everyone.”

Soon Lee Jae-eun brought everyone. Even Yoo Seon-je, who looked quite displeased, took his place leaning against the wall. Yoo Seon-je was telling me with his eyes.

It had better really be the ‘conquest method’.

I had found out all the stories entangled with this ice palace.

“The one who made the castle like this was a woman named Serena. The owner of this room, and Count Hermann’s second wife.”

I slowly brought out the story entangled with her.

To Serena, who came here aiming for the count’s power, the child in the spire was a thorn in her side. But a way to kill the monster that wouldn’t die by any method didn’t easily appear.

But one day, a person approached her and whispered.

That there was the surest way to kill that child.

Serena followed exactly what that man said.

To feed medicine to the child, Serena hid her true intentions and acted kindly towards the child.

In fact, it probably wasn’t that difficult.

Because all she had to do was just write letters with some sweet words without even visiting directly.

When the child trusted Serena, and felt happiness for the first time.

Serena handed over the medicine that would turn the child into a monster.

But instead of self-destructing, the child went berserk and began to freeze this castle itself.

I took out the medicine from the pouch and said:

“They said if we just sprinkle this medicine, the rampage will subside. If she can just regain her reason, that woman will no longer be a threat.”

I spoke, recalling the voice that had echoed in my head.

That desperate voice that had cried out to save her, to stop her.
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“You’re saying it will end just by sprinkling that antidote there? Can you be sure?”

He looks like he’ll tear me to pieces right now if I say no. I wasn’t certain either. How can I guarantee 100% for something I haven’t tried?

But the system wouldn’t have called this a key item for nothing. It always drops half the explanation, but the system only speaks the ‘truth’.

I nodded. At my answer, Yoo Seon-je said:

“Then can’t we just go to that spire and sprinkle this right away to end it?”

“It’s not that simple. If you take things from here outside, they freeze immediately.”

If you don’t open and close the door properly, ice invades even this inside. As if it were a ‘contamination’. It means this place isn’t completely safe either.

“The antidote might be different, but we can’t do such a dangerous experiment with the only item we have.”

“Then how will you sprinkle it on the witch of the tower?”

The witch of the tower, I felt uncomfortable with that designation, but I didn’t bother pointing it out. I said looking at the people:

“It’s simple. We just need to lure, um, the witch to this room. The moment the room is destroyed, things inside will start to freeze, so we’ll need to sprinkle the antidote at the same time she arrives at the room.”

At my explanation, silence fell among the people. Yoo Seon-je made an expression as if asking if I was serious. He’s quite uncooperative.

But Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s expression was similar.

“Is that possible?”

Well, the room and the tower were damn far apart.

This room was on the left side of the castle. But the tower was at the far right end, the most remote place in this castle.

Because it’s such a huge castle, even though they’re in the same castle, the distance was quite far. Moreover, it’s a problem to drag the target to this room. Because this room was quite deep inside the castle.

But I roughly had the route.

“If you exit from here to the upstairs corridor, you’ll immediately reach the banquet hall. If you leave the banquet hall and turn left, you’ll come to the garden. If you climb the castle wall from the garden, you’ll come to a door that can enter the tower.”

At my words, people made expressions like they roughly understood.


“Then who will lure…”

Oh Hyo-jun, who had opened his mouth without realizing, closed it with a gasp, surprised at the gazes focused on him. Certainly, the most dangerous role in this operation is luring.

It had considerable difficulty as you had to attract the boss’s attention alone and bring her to the exact place.

But we have an overpowered lure.

“Let’s lure with Agent John’s sand.”

Until now, the child in the tower hasn’t reacted to sand coming to check on her, but wouldn’t she wake up if we say we’re attacking? Han Seo-hyeon nodded after hearing my explanation.

“If that antidote works, subduing should be easy.”

Even now she’s rampaging because she’s lost her reason. Subduing won’t be a problem. And…

“If the antidote works completely and she calms down, I’d like to have a short time.”

“Time?”

“Yes.”

She’s not a monster but a person. A person who has lived painfully all her life. She had to become a monster among people trying to use her, but she didn’t want to hurt anyone.

I learned while researching Mein. Mein abilities were close to instinct. It’s naturally reacting when threats approach. She suppressed all her instincts because she didn’t want to hurt people.

She pulled out her own teeth and just wished to be loved.

That tearful effort became useless because of one drug.

“If she becomes a threat, you can attack anytime. The most important thing is conquering this Gate after all. But if we can subdue her just by using this antidote, there’s no need to kill her right away.”

Well, maybe a short conversation might be possible. But I can’t say it like this.

“I’m also curious what happens when the ‘boss monster’s’ hostility disappears.”

At my continued words, Team Leader Lee Hye-won finally nodded as if she understood.

“Certainly. If hostility really disappears, certainly. It’s something we need to examine.”


Not my personal sympathy, but research for everyone. That was the keyword to persuade Team Leader Lee Hye-won.

Those in the support team also easily nodded at my persuasion. Han Seo-hyeon will follow my words anyway. Now there’s only one left.

“I’ll counterattack immediately if you seem like you’re going to attack.”

I nodded.

It was unexpected. That guy who always opposed my words agreed to this right away. Well, the majority is already following me.

“We’ll start the operation tomorrow. Everyone rest well today and let’s meet tomorrow.”

Saying that, I returned to the main base with everyone. After having a hearty dinner, I lay down.

—Why did you ask for time? No, you won’t be able to communicate in the first place.

‘I’ve already heard a voice remaining in thought remnants.’

—Thought remnants?

‘Ah, Ray wasn’t there then. When I touched that key item, I could see what happened here. And at the end, I heard that woman’s voice.’

—You heard her voice?

‘Yes. She was in pain. And she begged. For someone to stop her.’

That voice was so desperate that my chest still flutters.

—So what are you planning to say when you meet that child? You’ll have to kill her to get out of here anyway.

‘Even if it comes to that, I want to tell her. That all this isn’t her fault. That it’s because of bad people.’

It might not be fitting for a conquest team that came to kill her, but I wanted to comfort her.

It was okay even if I was cursed as a hypocrite.

I just felt I couldn’t send that child off like this.

‘Just… isn’t it too much for no one to mourn her death?’


* * *

The next morning, the operation had problems from the start.

“You can’t attack the witch with black sand?”

[Yes. There’s some kind of barrier, we can’t attack at all.]

Lee Hye-won, who saw the memo Han Seo-hyeon wrote, said:

“There are Gates that don’t progress until the trigger is activated. Maybe the trigger to wake the tower witch is ‘a living being approaching’?”

“If that’s the case, it means someone has to go to the tower.”

Huh, I thought things were going too smoothly.

I stood up and said:

“We have no choice. I’ll go.”

From the beginning, there was no one suitable to be the lure among the other dealers.

Yoo Seon-je is excluded as a typical glass cannon. Han Seo-hyeon is also excluded because his stamina is poor. Lee Hye-won is excluded because she needs to command the rest of the people.

We can’t push in the supporters either.

Only I’m left.

Han Seo-hyeon glared at me with eyes full of displeasure, but fortunately, he literally had no ‘right to speak’. I saw him writing something on a notepad, but before that, I quickly got up.

“I’ll be back soon.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who threw away what he was writing, blocked my way. Seeing him shaking his head, he seems quite serious.

“There’s no other way, Agent John.”

Han Seo-hyeon thumped the floor with his staff as if frustrated. How much is that worth? His temper is no joke, just like someone he resembles.

“It’s just luring, just luring. And if you’re worried, you can help me with sand.”

Whether Han Seo-hyeon really hates it or not, the answer was already decided.

Whew.

I headed towards the tower, seeing off the people. Nothing happened on the way to the tower.

Since I had already searched the castle and experienced the path in the key item’s illusion, I succeeded in climbing the tower at once without getting lost.

The tower was frozen solid like other places. The difference was…

—The mana concentration is exceptionally thick.

‘That’s right.’

Maybe because there’s a top-class monster nearby, the mana concentration is ridiculously high.

The top floor of the tower. I stood in front of the tightly closed ice door.

After taking a few breaths, I opened the door as it was. The door opened naturally as soon as my hand touched it. As if it had been waiting for me.

Unlike ice in other places, exceptionally transparent and sparkling ice caught my eye. The beautifully hanging white curtains and the woman closing her eyes beneath them too.

As I stepped inside, everything began to change.

Like a wave thrown into a calm water surface, the surrounding mana slowly began to change.

“Haah…”

The temperature dropped suddenly to the point where my body trembled. Frost began to form instantly on the ice that had only looked beautiful, and mana began to swirl around the woman on the bed.

In the blink of an eye, the woman was suddenly standing with her eyes open.

“Crazy.”

Like a ghost from a horror story, the woman opened her eyes in an instant. The woman who looked at me smiled just like that.

At the same time, ice spears began to fly at my body from all directions. I blocked the spears with a Shield and gathered magic power in my feet towards the window. The bars that would have originally been iron had become ice.

I threw my body and broke the window. My body tumbled down below the window. Just before hitting the ground, I called wind to slow my body’s speed.

“Ugh.”

Maybe because calling the wind was too late, impact came to my body. But I can’t hesitate while that witch is burning with anger looking down at me from up there.

Black sand appeared by my side. It was deflecting ice chunks flying at me.

“Thanks, Seo-hyeon.”

I gathered myself and immediately flew along the garden. Although all the plants that had been there had become ice, so it couldn’t be called a good path, I had to cross this way to take a shortcut.

“Ugh!”

A huge wall appeared in front of me.

I thought I had shaken her off, but not at all. Before I knew it, the ‘witch’ who had frozen this castle solid was floating in the sky. At the witch’s gesture, everything in the garden began to overturn.

Trees and flowers that had been planted in the ground collectively rose into the air.

If I hesitate here, my body will be skewered immediately.

Yikes! I kicked off the ground and floated my body into the air. As if reading my thoughts, a huge eagle made of sand appeared in front of my eyes. I got on top of the eagle.

The sand, clumped together more solidly than I thought, didn’t shake even carrying my body.

As soon as it carried me, the eagle began to advance at a tremendous speed.

“Ugh!”

Even while the eagle was flying, something kept coming from behind.

—The momentum is tremendous.

The awakened witch was terror itself.

The eagle’s flight was precarious. Because it had increased its size to carry me, it was impossible to move its body nimbly.

I turned my head back while sticking my body as close as possible to the eagle’s back.

Cold sweat ran down my back like crazy. Even though it was cold enough for breath to come out, my palms sweated from tension.

Kyaaaah!

I spread out my Shield looking at the witch screaming as if to tear my eardrums.

At that moment, I felt a huge flow of mana from behind.

I turned my head and was appalled.

All I could see in front of my eyes were countless spears shining pure white.

“Crazy.”

That ‘can’t be avoided’.

I drew mana from my bracelet. Firepower 30%. I wrapped Shield at maximum output and wrapped it again.

And following the witch’s gesture, the spears began to fall.

Dudududuk

With a fierce sound, ice spears began to stab down all over the world. The spears began to destroy everything. The beautiful garden soon became a ruin with nothing left.

The witch’s spears stabbed down on my Shield like judgment.

“Ugh.”

Although I had wrapped Shield, the destructive power was still transmitted. Flesh was pressed, bones shook. The eagle that didn’t receive my Shield took the spears directly. The sand was pierced, and pierced again.

Finally, the sand that couldn’t maintain its form scattered.

“Urgh!”

As the eagle disappeared, my body crashed into the ground. With the acceleration it had until now, my body fell scraping the ground.

I had only wrapped Shield in front. It was bare flesh that hit the ground. For a moment, pain that almost choked my breath struck my whole body. My head that hit the ground was dizzy. Piiing, tinnitus rang in my ears.

—Move!

At Ray’s words, I barely got up pushing the ground with my left arm. My whole body creaked, but I can’t stop.

As I raised my head, I saw the entrance to the banquet hall in front of me.

I’ve only come halfway.
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I opened the door to the banquet hall and moved inside. Sand that had appeared suddenly blocked my back.

Boooom!

The ice chunks that had rushed at me shattered, unable to catch me.

“Thanks, Seo-hyeon.”

I almost died from a moment’s carelessness. I inhaled and dashed forward.

While the awakened witch can’t be caught in the banquet hall, it can block the enemy for a moment. I instantly moved forward using the slippery floor of the banquet hall. Han Seo-hyeon’s sand floated around me like satellites.

“I’m fine.”

—Fine my foot, you’re bleeding profusely!

As Ray pointed out, blood had flowed enough to make my clothes damp before I knew it. The sharp ice shards easily pierced through armor, and it was impossible from the start to avoid all the ice shards that split into hundreds and thousands of pieces.

Even the tiniest ice shards that fell from the ice spears were enough weapons to kill a person.

“Just scratches, just scratches.”

Still, there are no fatal wounds. My body could still function perfectly. Even as I was saying that, the mana around the banquet hall was moving fiercely.

“Ugh!”

The banquet hall shook greatly. I knelt down and endured the shock. What on earth… The chandelier made of ice fell right in front of me.

Boom!

“Crazy!”

Next, the windows began to shatter. I opened my mouth forgetting the situation at the huge shadow visible outside the window. What is that? Does it make sense for something as big as a building?

—Move!

Ray’s words woke me up. I immediately bounced off the floor like a spring. I need to get out of here right now.

At that moment, goosebumps rose on the back of my head.


‘It’s big.’

I hastily wrapped Shield around my body.

Boooom!

The banquet hall was ‘pierced’. As the banquet hall collapsed, its debris began to pour down on me.

What I saw between my arms was a huge fist.

Yes, a fist.

That fist, which seemed to be easily a hundred meters, pierced right through the banquet hall. What’s desperate is that there isn’t just one of those ice hands. Through the torn roof of the banquet hall, three hands were visible.

“Damn it.”

I clenched my fist and sent mana to my legs. If I space out here, I’ll die. Whether torn apart or crushed. Now is the time to come to my senses. I kicked off the ground and ran with speed. The banquet hall that had been empty without any obstacles was now a mess with debris.

The hands began to tear apart the banquet hall alternately. The huge banquet hall began to be torn apart as easily as paper.

It means it’s not safe even inside the building.

—You’re going to bring that witch into that room? Are you serious?

‘We have to do it somehow.’

I told Ray while avoiding ice shards flying from behind.

‘Tell me the way.’

—Alright, go 10m forward and then turn right immediately. Climb up the stairs above.

I kicked off the ground and moved my body right up the stairs as he said. I heard the sound of the witch’s ice hands smashing the banquet hall again.

Boom—!

Finally, the banquet hall couldn’t withstand and completely collapsed. With this, the tower, garden, and banquet hall were completely pulverized under the witch’s hands.

It goes without saying, but this corridor isn’t safe either.


Shwaa—!

As the wall was torn off entirely, the witch appeared. The ice hands immediately became thousands of awls at the witch’s gesture. After using mana repeatedly, the mana left in my bracelet was barely hanging on. There were mana stones in my pocket, but it’s not a situation where I can leisurely charge mana stones.

I reduced the Shield small.

Somehow just block the vital parts.

Whoosh, shwaa—!

There was the sound of wind. The ice spears that filled the corridor rushed towards me standing in the corridor just like that.

The Shield made by squeezing out insufficient mana was far from enough to cover my body. The Shield only covered my head and torso. Ice shards inevitably pierced into parts not covered by the Shield.

“Ugh!”

A spear grazed my thigh that stuck out beyond the Shield. The flesh was torn off by the sharp ice surface. This is better at least. An ice spear penetrated my calf that wasn’t protected.

My posture faltered from the pain.

“Kuh!”

Cracks began to form on the Shield with a cracking sound. Damn, if I just get out of the corridor, that room will appear soon.

At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon’s black sand began to block in front of me. When the sand first appeared, the ice spears easily penetrated the sand. But the sand blocking in front of me gradually increased. One, two, the ice spears began to break and shatter in front of the sand.

And before I knew it, a huge wall made of sand was standing in front of me.

“Thanks.”

I don’t know how many times Han Seo-hyeon has saved my life today. I really have nothing to say. To end up like this after boldly saying I could lure. I’ll get scolded a lot again.

Now there’s really not much left. I limped along. A red trail formed drip by drip where I passed.

“Haa, haa…”

My head was dizzy, perhaps from losing too much blood. I reached the destination and opened the door.

As I picked up the bottle I had placed on the table, a cool breeze from behind enveloped my body.


I sent mana to my hand holding the bottle.

The talent Do Chae-hee has. The talent to definitely hit whatever is shot.

I had a degraded version of that.

3-stroke Marksman.

Hits the target with about 90% probability.

I immediately threw the bottle with all my might.

“Haah…”

I slowly exhaled. My eyes followed the trajectory of the bottle. Slowly the bottle flew towards the witch. Unfortunately, although the trajectory was accurate, the bottle didn’t reach the witch. It shattered on ice shards floating around the witch.

But the antidote inside was different.

The letter said this. Unlike potions that need to be drunk, the antidote works just by being sprinkled.

The liquid that spilled from the broken bottle covered the witch’s face just like that.

Keu, keuaaak!

The witch’s scream of agony, and simultaneously, a tremendous wind pushed us.

Boom!

My body was instantly pushed back by the wind. I gasped for breath as I was slammed into the wall. My body is already a mess, really.

Fortunately, the wind soon disappeared. And everything became quiet.

“Huk, huk.”

All that could be heard around was my breathing. I slowly raised my head and turned my gaze to the witch.

The witch was looking at me with a confused face. Her eyes that had been dyed red slowly returned to blue.

“Ah, ah.”

The woman in the tower looked at me. It was a face so different that it was hard to believe it was the same person as the witch who had tried to tear me apart just earlier.

The woman who saw me moved her mouth.

[‘Serena’s Ice Palace’s new…]

Before I could read the window that appeared in front of my eyes, a huge lightning bolt fell in front of me. A light so strong it momentarily blinded my eyes covered my vision.

“Ugh!”

—That crazy bastard!

Ray cursed. There’s only one person who can drop lightning of this magnitude.

“Yoo Seon-je!”

I called that guy’s name. I rubbed my eyes. Yoo Seon-je’s voice stabbed down at me.

“If you don’t want to get hurt, you’d better move away from there.”

Through my blurry vision, I saw Yoo Seon-je with his pupils dyed white stretching out his hand.

A second lightning bolt struck down. It was an incomparably larger and more powerful lightning bolt than just before.

If Han Seo-hyeon hadn’t pulled my body with sand, I would have been hit too.

“Stop, stop it!”

My eyes couldn’t see properly. Even while I was rubbing my eyes, lightning fell incessantly. I could feel the air getting hot enough.

What on earth are you doing? I shouted towards Yoo Seon-je.

“The hostility is gone! And just now a system window appeared. There’s no need to fight…”

“That’s a monster. And the way to conquer the Gate is only to kill the monster. I have no intention of playing along with your childish games.”

Hearing those words, I realized.

From the beginning, Yoo Seon-je had no intention of following my conquest method at all.

Despite the narrow space, Yoo Seon-je showed no hesitation in spreading lightning. His lightning even showed arrogance that not even a speck would fly elsewhere.

One Point.

Although a few strands still flew to the surroundings, it was almost perfect. And to receive that lightning with one’s body…

“Keu, keuaaak!”

It must be an extremely painful thing. Every time Yoo Seon-je flicked his hand, lightning sparked. Skin burned pitch black and all the hair on the body crumbled to dust.

“Damn it.”

Seeing that sight, I clenched my fist.

—Give up. He’s not someone who will listen if you try to stop him.

Mana is at rock bottom. My whole body is covered in wounds. I’ve lost so much blood that my fingertips have gone cold. But, even so. I steadily got up.

As if reading my thoughts, Ray quickly continued speaking.

—This world here is fake anyway. You know that. That this is a destroyed world. That child has probably been dead for a long time too! Besides, he’s right.

I know. I know, but why does it make me feel so sick.

I gritted my teeth and looked at Yoo Seon-je.

The one born with tremendous talent backed by this world’s favoritism was different. Born with immense magical power, he made violent lightning his ally without much difficulty, operating mana as easily as breathing.

Even in this narrow space, the lightning crafted with mana was completely controlled and struck the target as Yoo Seon-je desired.

I can’t stop him.

Not in the past, not now.

At some point, even groans stopped being heard.

All traces of a living person had disappeared. After the final lightning, nothing remained where the woman had been.

The woman who was branded a witch and lived confined all her life was only used to the end by someone’s intentions and scattered as black dust. Looking at that dust, I tightly closed my eyes and then opened them.

[Congratulations on clearing ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’!]

I gritted my teeth at the window that appeared as if mocking me.

I got up. The moment I saw Yoo Seon-je’s face looking down haughtily, I couldn’t contain my anger.

“You…”

You really are!

Just as I slowly moved my steps towards Yoo Seon-je.

A new window appeared in front of me.

[You have learned a new conquest method for ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’!]

[Special benefits are given to you who have learned the hidden path.]

Special benefits? What benefits?

As soon as I muttered that, my vision began to turn black.

Looking at the face of Yoo Seon-je, who was like an enemy, I said:

I need to punch that guy’s face right now.

As if it wasn’t the time, my consciousness flowed somewhere.

And when I opened my eyes again, standing in front of me was that woman who had scattered as black dust just earlier.

My breath stopped.
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“Hello.”

At that greeting, I frowned. It wasn’t hello at all. No, it’s not me who isn’t hello, but her, isn’t it?

“I don’t think it’s time for such greetings.”

“Is that so? Sorry, meeting peers isn’t a frequent occurrence for me.”

The woman laughed, ‘Pahaha.’ It was a hearty smile that didn’t suit the current situation.

“Haah.”

A sigh escaped me without realizing. I rubbed the back of my neck and rolled my eyes. I really don’t know what this situation is. I don’t even know what to say to that woman.

“I know. That I’m dead. That you pity me. That you think this whole situation is nonsense.”

At those words, I looked at her.

“Am I reading your thoughts? Yes, at least in this space. But I won’t do it anymore. We can’t have a conversation if I read your thoughts, right?”

The woman who mimicked even my tone of speech and recited my words smiled prettily. Haah, I rubbed my face.

“Why on earth did you bring me here?”

“You wanted to have a conversation with me. I did too.”

At the woman’s words, I closed my mouth. Ah, that’s right. It certainly was like that. I examined the woman’s face. Strictly speaking, she died because I figured out the ‘conquest method’.

Is there no resentment towards me?

“If you keep staring at me without saying anything, I might want to read your mind again?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know where to start or what to say.”

“Then start with what you wanted to tell me. What did you want to say after waking me up?”

At those words, I moved my lips. What I wanted to say. There was a lot. But…

“Don’t feel guilty. Even if it wasn’t you, many people have killed me. No, it wasn’t you who killed me in the first place. It was your friend. Ah, even so, I’m fine.”


“That guy is not my friend.”

“Hmm, it looks that way.”

I slowly looked at her and opened my mouth.

“The reason I wanted to talk to you was to see if there might be another way. No, I just couldn’t erase you just like that, I guess.”

The claim that I would find another conquest method was actually a lie. Although the system added as if my thoughts weren’t wrong, at that time I was just planning to be hypocritical.

After learning the fate of this woman in front of me, I couldn’t just pass it by. So, my heart went out unnecessarily.

“There is another way.”

“Was there?”

“Yes.”

At those words, I clenched my fist. Maybe there’s still a chance left… As if reading my thoughts, the woman said:

“But it’s too late now. Because I’m dead.”

Yoo Seon-je, that bastard. If it wasn’t for him, maybe we could have conquered this Gate in a different way.

“It’s okay. Anyway, as your friend, ah, this time I mean your real friend! The friend speaking in your head. As that friend said, this world is all fake. It’s just repeating. Even if you had saved me, the me in the next world would have died anyway, and it would have repeated and repeated like that.”

The woman who comforted me rolled her eyes and said:

“But thanks to you, I learned a truth I didn’t know.”

At those words, my body flinched. It couldn’t help but. Whatever truth the woman learned, it would only be bad news for her.

What’s good about learning that the stepmother she thought was the only one who cared for her and looked after her was actually worse than her real father?

“I actually half knew, but it’s the first time I’ve learned such detailed contents.”

“Are you okay? Learning such facts.”

She might look fine on the outside, but who knows how she feels inside. At my question, the woman laughed brightly.


“You really are worried about me. It’s strange.”

“Um…”

“I’m fine. I’m a monster anyway.”

“No, you’re a person.”

Compared to the humans I’ve seen who are worse than not human, humans I don’t even want to call human, the woman in front of me was more ‘human-like’ than anyone.

She just didn’t get a chance.

She just didn’t get even one chance to live like a human.

“It’s okay. Despite everything, I didn’t hate Dad and Serena.”

“You didn’t hate them?”

“They’re pitiful people. If only I hadn’t killed Mom in the first place, Dad wouldn’t have done such things. So I understand.”

It’s a thought I absolutely can’t agree with. If it were me, I would have smashed the count’s head, telling him to stop blaming me and asking how it was my fault.

How could she not hate those two people?

Ah, could it be.

Until I discovered the basement, I thought Count Hermann had done something there to block this ice.

But now I could realize. The commonality between the two intact places in this castle.

“Did you want to save them? Those two people?”

“They’re still my dad and mom.”

I, who grew up without parents, couldn’t understand this woman’s feelings. Are people who abused you and tried to kill you also parents? Is it okay to treat such things as parents too?

Those two people were exceptionally trashy even among the numerous trash I’ve seen. Even though it’s not my business, I can’t forgive them, how can that woman speak like that?

“You know what? It’s tiring to keep hating someone.”


“What?”

“I’ve experienced this world many times. When I first learned the truth, yes. I might have hated a little. I regretted trying to save the two of them without knowing anything, and cried a little.”

Although it’s the first time she’s learned the full details of the incident perfectly, this woman in front of me already knew that Serena was the true culprit who made her like this.

She watched herself destroying this world over and over again.

“You don’t need to care about me. I’m already dead, this world will just repeat, and the hardened fate can’t be changed.”

Then why on earth did I come here?

Why do I have to meet this woman here and hear such regretful stories?

“But your world is different.”

At the woman’s words, I raised my head.

“As your friend said, our world will become a bridge invading your world. But how the bridge extending from this world will be placed in your world hasn’t been decided. Whether this door closes properly, or breaks while open. Or…”

“Find another way?”

“Yes, all three will leave different results.”

I opened my eyes wide. According to this woman’s words, it meant that the impact left by the Gate differs depending on the method of conquering the Gate.

Ray said that the Gate breaking is the worst. He said the mana that made up the world spreads to our world, rapidly increasing mana concentration.

So I thought conquering the Gate was the only best option. But is there another way?

“Of course, such worlds won’t be common. Usually, it’s right to just beat them. But some special worlds, hmm, will definitely help your world.”

If you find the information scattered like a puzzle and reach the truth of what happened inside the Gate, then another type of conquest might be possible.

Looking at me lost in thought, Serena asked:

“You gained a talent during the process of solving this puzzle, right?”

“How did you…”

“That’s our gift. To be precise, it’s a gift left by the people of the captured world. In this way, various things are hidden in Gates all over the world.”

Talent is fixed to one. It was the moment that common sense was breaking. I thought I was able to gain talent here because I was already implanted with all sorts of mana circuits.

That wasn’t it? Anyone can gain a second, third talent? It’s tremendous information.

But there’s one problem.

“I’m not a hunter.”

I was just planning to kick some bad guys’ butts, rescue some people, and then step back and reap the benefits.

I had no intention of going around Gates and coming up with new conquest methods.

At my words, the woman smiled.

“I know. This isn’t your share. You don’t have to do anything. Anyway, there’s 10 years, no, 9 years left until your world is destroyed, and you can do your best in other ways during that time. But if you really want to change that result…”

The woman tilted her head and said:

“It would be better to try something.”

Ugh. I was at a loss for words at that. If it’s to prevent the destruction of this world. No, but isn’t this getting bigger and bigger?

“I’m glad that the person who came here is kind enough to care even for someone like me.”

“I’m a criminal, and not kind at all…”

“Thank you.”

“Wait.”

“Goodbye.”

With the same greeting as before, but with the opposite meaning, my vision turned black again.

* * *

When I opened my eyes again, Yoo Seon-je was standing in front of me. My hand was reaching out as if to grab his collar right away.

The stopped time began to continue again.

“Ha…”

That woman really. I rubbed my face with the hand that was about to grab Yoo Seon-je’s collar. The anger that had risen to the top of my head seemed to have disappeared without a trace, but seeing Yoo Seon-je, an unpleasant emotion rose again.

If I were to name this emotion, well, probably…

Contempt.

“Don’t you have anything to say to me?”

I asked Yoo Seon-je.

“A monster came out and caught a monster. Is there a problem?”

Yoo Seon-je still had confident eyes.

“You know. That we had to catch that monster to escape from here.”

“You knew the hostility had disappeared. Don’t say you didn’t know. Someone like you would be better than anyone at reading mana.”

“Does that mean a monster stops being a monster?”

She wasn’t a monster. I glared at Yoo Seon-je and said:

“If hostility disappears from the boss monster, and if dialogue becomes possible with it, didn’t you agree to give me time, Team Leader?”

I shifted my gaze to the Sirius conquest team standing behind Yoo Seon-je. Han Seo-hyeon was just looking at me, not knowing what to do in the serious situation.

“Ha.”

If he had told me in advance, if he had said let’s just take down that witch because it might be dangerous, I might have understood a little. But Yoo Seon-je didn’t say anything.

I turned my gaze away from Lee Hye-won who was frozen without saying anything. Because the main culprit who committed this act was someone else.

“Well, it’s not strange. You were always this kind of person.”

Yoo Seon-je is arrogant. And dogmatic. I knew his personality very well since the old academy days.

Always terrible scores in cooperative play.

Nevertheless, no one could say anything carelessly to Yoo Seon-je.

Why?

Because the results were perfect.

“The only thing important to you is you. You don’t care about others at all. Why? Because you think they’re just inferior compared to you! Because you think others’ opinions, suggestions have no value at all.”

I didn’t want to recall old times, but his arrogant words came to mind involuntarily. He said things like how could someone like you be of help to me, do I need to give you a chance.

“But do you know? The fact that you could stand here and take down the witch in the first place was all thanks to me. After getting a chance thanks to me, you…”

I exhaled. The emotion I had just calmed down felt like it would burst again. Hoo, I exhaled and said:

“Do you know? There was another way to close this Gate. There was a hidden piece that no one else could find out.”

“You expect me to believe that…”

“Yes, yes. The great Yoo Seon-je won’t believe my words at all. I know, I know.”

I looked at his face and smiled bitterly.

“But it would have been nice if you had believed me just a little, just for a moment.”

This time too, Yoo Seon-je didn’t believe my words and I tasted another failure in this world.

No, can it be called a failure?

Anyway, the Gate was cleared.

“Well, it’s fine now. Do as you please. It’s none of my business now.”

I didn’t want to exchange words with such an arrogant guy ever again. I gave up on Yoo Seon-je. Let’s just say do well on your own from now on since I saved your life.

As expected, Yoo Seon-je and I don’t match.

“Agent John, let’s quickly find the exit and get out of here.”

I didn’t want to be with this guy even for a single hour. I turned my gaze to Han Seo-hyeon who was next to Team Leader Lee Hye-won.

And I saw.

Lee Hye-won’s pupils, standing next to Han Seo-hyeon, turning yellow.

I’ve seen that scene so many times it’s sickening.

“Ha.”

For a moment, time slowed down. Team Leader Lee Hye-won is an A-rank ‘Sword Talent’. The sword coming out of her scabbard was like an instant.

Yeah, my life couldn’t flow this easily.

I reached out my hand and pulled Yoo Seon-je towards me.

At the same time, Lee Hye-won’s sword pierced through me.
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It was instantaneous.

Lee Hye-won drawing her sword and aiming at Yoo Seon-je’s back with that sword.

It was such a short time that no one could react, but there was someone who did react. Someone who pulled Yoo Seon-je and threw himself in place of Lee Hye-won’s sword.

Blood splattered.

Kang Yi-sin, who grabbed Lee Hye-won’s sword, coughed up blood.

That scene was clearly engraved in front of Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes.

Kang Yi-sin grabbed Lee Hye-won who was trying to pull out the sword and shouted:

“What are you doing! R-run…!”

It was a shout towards Yoo Seon-je who was standing like an idiot behind.

And at that shout, Han Seo-hyeon came to his senses. No, did he come to his senses? I don’t know. Because his reason was paralyzed the moment he saw the boss covered in blood in front of him.

Han Seo-hyeon’s black magic dyed the world.

Light disappeared and there was only black light all around. The sand that had been calmly settled until now all rose into the sky at once.

Han Seo-hyeon’s sand pulled Kang Yi-sin. As the sword was pulled out, blood once again soaked the floor with a plop. Perhaps because he had already lost a lot of blood, not much blood came out compared to the wound.

Han Seo-hyeon, holding Kang Yi-sin in his arms, gritted his teeth.

“Why on earth!”

Han Seo-hyeon shouted, forgetting that he shouldn’t speak. Even at Han Seo-hyeon’s shout, Kang Yi-sin’s gaze didn’t reach him. His gaze was towards Yoo Seon-je exposed in front of Lee Hye-won.

“Y-Yoo Seon-je… save, must save.”

“You’re still saying such things.”

Did you do all this just to save that guy? Threw your body again?

“You promised me. You said you wouldn’t do such things again.”


Han Seo-hyeon gritted his teeth. Lee Hye-won’s target wasn’t Kang Yi-sin but Yoo Seon-je. Kang Yi-sin just unluckily got in the way. The moment he realized that fact, he got more angry. Why on earth.

Han Seo-hyeon took out the potion tied to his waist and sprinkled it.

Kang Yi-sin’s face had already turned pure white. His lips were blue, and his body began to cool.

He couldn’t protect his brother either. He wanted to save him somehow by dedicating everything he had, but the world took Han Jo-hee away without giving Han Seo-hyeon any chance.

It must have been the most painful and frightening death. Even so, Han Jo-hee only worried about Han Seo-hyeon.

Death was familiar. He had never feared death. But after his brother’s death, Han Seo-hyeon also gained a fear of death.

While being a necromancer who dominates death, and having a talent that should welcome death more than anyone else, Han Seo-hyeon was deathly afraid of someone’s death.

Han Seo-hyeon carefully touched Kang Yi-sin’s face.

Although he sprinkled the potion, the wound didn’t heal easily. When he took off the mask, Kang Yi-sin’s face appeared, turned pure white without any blood.

“This can’t be.”

He wasn’t breathing. His heart wasn’t beating.

Is it really over like this?

So futilely?

Saying he would save this world, saying he would avenge my brother with me. And then dying like this, how could this be.

Han Seo-hyeon put his ear to Kang Yi-sin’s heart, but there was no sound that should normally be heard from a living person.

Only quiet silence.

He’s dead.

He died.

At that moment, light flickered in front of Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes.

The moment he saw Lee Hye-won’s blood-stained sword, Han Seo-hyeon thought.


“I’m going to kill her.”

The sand gathered by Han Seo-hyeon’s will all began to fly towards Lee Hye-won at once. Lee Hye-won belatedly cut down the sand rushing at her body, but it was no different from cutting water with a sword.

I’ll kill her, I’m going to kill her.

The sand changed shape according to Han Seo-hyeon’s will. Sharp feathers flew towards Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s body.

There was a limit to deflecting with the sword.

Sand feathers pierced into her flesh here and there. In an instant, Team Leader Lee Hye-won became covered in blood.

“Why on earth!”

Why did she suddenly betray them? She had never been mean to them even once until now.

Lee Hye-won with her pupils dyed yellow didn’t listen to any words. She only moved to cut Yoo Seon-je.

There was something eerie about her movements, moving only to cut someone while throwing away even her own safety.

Sand rushed in and bound Lee Hye-won’s body. Lee Hye-won, whose neck was strangled, twisted her body for a while and then went limp as if she had fainted.

A huge spear floated in the air. Han Seo-hyeon’s pupils wavered like shadows behind a candle flame.

With just a flick of a finger, he could kill that person.

Lightning fell in front of the sand. The sand scattered from the huge impact.

Han Seo-hyeon glared at the person who interfered with him, burning his black pupils.

“Yoo Seon-je.”

From the beginning, Han Seo-hyeon didn’t like that arrogant bastard.

“Why are you stopping me? Huh? You saw it all too.”

Why? Why did they have to come here and go through all this hardship? Just to save someone like him?

Yoo Seon-je wasn’t virtuous. He wasn’t a good person. A selfish egotist, dogmatic and arrogant, a bastard who runs wild relying only on his talent.


Did the boss die just to save someone like him?

Thump.

Han Seo-hyeon thrust his staff into the ground.

And drew out all his mana. Black magic spread like a stain inside the magic stone of the tiger’s eye.

“To save someone like you. The boss ended up like that to save someone like you, but you…”

You’re even stopping revenge? Why? Even though you saw everything in front of you, why are you protecting that woman?

“Move aside, if you don’t move I’ll kill you first. I don’t care if the boss gets angry.”

Yoo Seon-je narrowed his eyes at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. The voice was younger than expected, but what was this tremendous magic power?

“You can’t kill her. We need to hear her story first…”

“Shut up!”

He forgot everything about the boss saying he should keep that guy alive.

It’s the boss’s fault for dying and leaving me.

But it’s okay. If I revive him, he’ll always be by my side like my brother.

It was when Han Seo-hyeon drew up black magic.

“W-wait a moment!”

Someone intervened. Lee Jae-eun, who swallowed her breath at the gaze focused on her, barely managed to shout.

“He’s still a-alive!”

“What?”

Oh Hyo-jun, who had turned pale behind, pointed at Kang Yi-sin. His chest was clearly beating.

* * *

When I opened my eyes, what I saw was an unfamiliar ceiling… no, a familiar tent ceiling.

—Damn you. You’re getting more reckless believing in your super regeneration.

My chest felt tight.

—Even you would die if important organs like the heart are pierced. You’re lucky it missed, if the sword had pierced your heart directly, you would have just died without being able to do anything.

‘Ugh, of course I aimed it at an angle that would miss.’

—Ha, your mouth is still alive.

Still, thanks to Ray taking care of my body, my physical condition was good. Looking over my body, I smiled awkwardly seeing Han Seo-hyeon sitting next to me, asleep. Whether he was worried about me, there were tear marks all over the face of the rough-looking middle-aged man.

—That kid, he didn’t sleep well taking care of you. You woke up after three days.

‘Urgh. Was the condition serious?’

—Yeah! Because you lost a lot of blood. If treatment had been a little late, even I wouldn’t have had time to do anything. You need something like mana or stamina to regenerate!

Well. I had a lot of wounds after the luring operation. Ray poured out nagging without rest. He said not to do such a thing ever again.

It seems I hurt that fragile kid once again.

Come to think of it, it seems that kid shouted at me too. Is it okay that the lie was exposed?

—Is that what you’re worried about? It was chaos after you collapsed. Especially because of that woman.

‘Ah, what happened to Lee Hye-won?’

—Han Seo-hyeon half-killed her. They talked about taking her to prison or something in the middle, so they must have handled it on their own.

‘It’s fine as long as she didn’t die.’

I couldn’t have done anything if she had died, but misunderstandings almost piled up.

‘By the way, why didn’t we leave the Gate after killing the monster?’

—Well, because a traitor appeared.

‘Lee Hye-won is not a traitor. Ugh.’

I tried to get up, but failed. There was no strength in my whole body at all. Seeing that my chest area was particularly throbbing, it seems the wound hasn’t completely healed yet.

“B-boss!”

Perhaps because I stirred.

Han Seo-hyeon was looking at me with round eyes. Tears immediately welled up in his eyes.

“I thought you really died this time.”

“Hmm. I’m sorry.”

“Why again! Why did you try to save that guy again, why.”

“Because I couldn’t just let Yoo Seon-je die.”

At that time, Yoo Seon-je was full of openings. He was even carelessly off guard thinking everything was over, so if he had been hit by Lee Hye-won’s sword in that state, he would have died without being able to do anything.

“You almost really died this time, you know? Your heart stopped.”

“Uh…”

I didn’t expect that.

‘Did my heart stop?’

—You were out of mana.

Damn, did I really almost die? Cold sweat ran down my back. Naturally, I had no intention of throwing away my life for Yoo Seon-je. If it were the opposite, I might understand, but why would I die for that annoying guy?

If I say I didn’t know I was out of mana, that I thought super regeneration would somehow work, Han Seo-hyeon would look at me like even more of a trash.

I decided to gloss over it.

“It’s fine since I didn’t die, right?”

Ahem. As I reflexively rubbed my face, I realized. My fingertips felt empty. No wonder! The air I breathed through my nose was too clear and my face felt refreshed.

“My, my mask?”

“You vomited a bowlful of blood. So we had no choice but to take it off.”

“Who saw my face?”

Realizing the seriousness in my voice, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“Y-Yoo Seon-je and, the conquest team…”

“That’s everyone! No, Lee Hye-won. What about her? Did she see my face?”

“She probably didn’t. She was unconscious.”

“Haah.”

That was at least fortunate.

—What’s fortunate when your face has already been exposed anyway!

‘Other people can be silenced with just that, but it won’t work for Team Leader Lee Hye-won.’

Team Leader Lee Hye-won is currently brainwashed by Seol Rok-jin. Even if the signal is cut off inside the Gate, when we go outside, she’ll transmit my face as it is.

‘I told you. My identity must never be exposed to Seol Rok-jin.’

—You said that last time too. That you absolutely can’t let Seol Rok-jin know your identity. Why are you so afraid of that guy?

The fear towards Seol Rok-jin was instinctive. After working under him for ten years, seeing what that guy does, how could I not be afraid?

Seol Rok-jin is seriously broken somewhere.

In fact, Seol Rok-jin’s method of controlling South Korea is very simple. It ends by brainwashing the president. But what Seol Rok-jin considers most important is fun. Fun. That’s why he takes roundabout ways despite having the easiest method. For fun.

And that fun was quite different from what ordinary people call fun.

Just look at how he subjugated me, who brainwashing doesn’t work on, as his dog by binding me in other ways, his tastes are quite nasty.

So if my identity as Kang Yi-sin is exposed, things will happen that will make being wanted for murder seem like nothing. Especially since ‘Kang Yi-sin’ has made Seol Rok-jin eat dirt once, he’ll dig in more persistently.

And the first start will be…

‘Jeong Ho-san will be in danger.’

—Hasn’t it been quite a while since you distanced yourself?

‘Was Han Jo-hee in that state because he had contact with me?’

In that sense, it’s fortunate that Team Leader Lee Hye-won didn’t see my face. I think I can somehow gloss over the supporter side with lies…

The problem is Yoo Seon-je.

I don’t know if he’ll remember me, but… he probably will.

He’s not stupid, just uninterested in me.

I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“I need to go meet Yoo Seon-je first.”
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At the words that I needed to meet Yoo Seon-je, Han Seo-hyeon got angry first.

“Are you still only caring about that guy even in this situation?”

“I’m not just caring about him…”

I was about to say that I should at least check if he’s alive since I threw my body to save him, but I forcibly closed my mouth at Han Seo-hyeon’s gaze. If I said such a thing now, I felt like I would really get hit.

I changed the subject.

“We need to settle this situation, don’t we? We can’t stay here forever.”

The Gate has already been cleared.

“What is there to settle? That woman was a traitor.”

“No, it’s not betrayal. She was brainwashed.”

“Brainwashed? By whom, no, wait! Is it that Seol Rok-jin bastard’s doing?”

“Yeah, I told you. His ability is brainwashing. Lee Hye-won is a victim.”

Leaving Han Seo-hyeon struggling behind me, I came out of the tent.

The world outside the tent was all green, as if it was a lie that everything had been frozen.

I wonder if this was the original scenery of this world.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had followed behind me before I knew it, spoke to me.

“Maybe because it’s an S-rank Gate, it doesn’t close right away. The remaining time is written in the sky. And the exit is in the middle of the castle.”

I raised my head and checked the time engraved in the sky.

41 : 23 : 06

The time this Gate will last. When that time ends, this world will be completely closed.

Suddenly, the woman’s words came to mind.


‘She said this world will just repeat, and the hardened fate can’t be changed.’

The ending of this world was already decided. No matter how hard we try, there’s no way to save a world that has already hardened.

Shaking off thoughts about her, I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“You stay here for now.”

“What about you, Boss?”

“I told you, I need to meet Yoo Seon-je.”

“Are you going alone?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face was full of dissatisfaction.

“Because I have something to talk about with that guy alone.”

“If that bastard tries to harm you…”

“No matter what, would he harm the benefactor who saved his life at the risk of their own? Don’t worry and stay here. If you have nothing to do, pack up or something.”

“Pack up?”

“Yeah.”

I said looking at the time floating in the sky. I don’t plan to use all that time in here.

“We need to get out of here.”

* * *

Agent Smith. The moment he saw his face, Yoo Seon-je couldn’t help but freeze.

Kang Yi-sin.


It was a face he never thought he would see here.

At Babel Academy, Kang Yi-sin was famous in many ways.

The shame of Babel.

He remembered people whispering in his ear, wondering why on earth he was at this school. Honestly, Yoo Seon-je thought the same thing several times.

Why is someone like that at this Babel, he thought.

It’s not that he disliked Kang Yi-sin. To be honest, he didn’t even have enough interest to have such emotions. He just thought it might be better for Kang Yi-sin himself to leave this Babel.

Because Kang Yi-sin had no possibility at all.

‘I heard he became a murder suspect.’

Even when he heard that the guy had become a murder suspect, he didn’t become particularly interested. The Kang Yi-sin that Yoo Seon-je saw was someone who wouldn’t be strange at all to live at the bottom of society.

It was unexpected that Jeong Ho-san, who was always attached to his side, allowed Kang Yi-sin to become like that, but thinking that their friendship wasn’t eternal either, he felt rather refreshed.

After making such a fuss, so you guys ended up here too, he thought.

He thought he would never hear Kang Yi-sin’s name again, or see that shameless face again.

It was certainly like that, until Kang Yi-sin threw his life to save him.

There were so many things he wanted to ask, how the guy who always struggled without a single proper talent came to have so many talents, and how he came to be here.

But what he wanted to ask first was, why on earth did you save me…

Even for that conversation, he needed to talk with Kang Yi-sin, but the sand mage who had called Kang Yi-sin ‘Boss’ blocked Yoo Seon-je’s way.

“I’ll take care of the Boss, you get lost.”

A young voice that didn’t match the face in his 40s. At that voice, Yoo Seon-je raised the corner of his mouth.

“Who are you?”

“None of your business.”


Although he didn’t believe the claim of being a secret agent sent by the Awakener Association at face value, he didn’t know such a delicate voice was hidden behind that fierce face.

A soft voice as if puberty had just passed.

Just like how Kang Yi-sin had put on someone else’s face, that guy must be doing the same.

“Hiding your identity and coming in here. What for?”

Yoo Seon-je asked, taking a step forward.

“Did you really come to save me?”

At those words, the man began to glare at him with a terrifying face.

“I told you to get lost.”

At those words, the sand that had been settled around began to rise fiercely again. Yoo Seon-je quietly looked at ‘Agent John’s’ face. For a moment, he thought about fighting with that guy, but soon put that thought aside.

Whatever it is, Kang Yi-sin is not an enemy. If only Kang Yi-sin wakes up, he’ll be able to hear the answer to this story.

Yoo Seon-je stepped aside to let Kang Yi-sin’s subordinate pass. The guy who lifted Kang Yi-sin with sand left their side swiftly.

After Kang Yi-sin and his subordinate left, Yoo Seon-je handled the situation. In a situation where their leader, Team Leader Lee Hye-won, was revealed to be a traitor, what needed to be done was simple.

First, detain her and question why on earth she committed such an act.

It was also his role to pull together the supporter team, but Yoo Seon-je didn’t even glance at them.

Yoo Seon-je, who confined Lee Hye-won in the underground prison, just waited in front of it for Lee Hye-won to wake up.

He was going to find out why she betrayed him.

But when Team Leader Lee Hye-won opened her eyes, she was already not the person Yoo Seon-je knew. Team Leader Lee Hye-won, with her pupils dyed yellow, just rushed at Yoo Seon-je like a beast.

Looking at Lee Hye-won pouncing like a beast, Yoo Seon-je realized something was strange.

It’s the third day since confining her in prison.

Yoo Seon-je couldn’t find out anything from her. Why she suddenly betrayed him, whose instigation it was, and so on.

Fortunately, someone who could answer those questions was walking here.

“You look fine.”

At Kang Yi-sin’s words, Yoo Seon-je answered with narrowed eyes:

“Thanks to someone.”

Without realizing it, he ended up scanning Kang Yi-sin’s face first.

Since it was a guy who collapsed vomiting blood right in front of him, at least as human decency, it would be right to worry.

“Are you okay?”

“Oh, perfectly fine.”

Seeing him lightly rotate his arm while saying that, he certainly didn’t seem to have anything wrong with his body. But just three days ago, Kang Yi-sin was on the verge of death.

“Why did you save me?”

Yoo Seon-je asked looking at Kang Yi-sin’s face.

“I thought… you disliked me.”

“I do dislike you.”

It was an answer without any hesitation, to the point of making the person who asked feel awkward. As if that wasn’t enough, Kang Yi-sin continued speaking in an excited voice.

“To be honest, you as a person have absolutely nothing to like. Except for your overflowing talent, your personality is the worst. If it was just a bad personality, I wouldn’t say anything. Arrogant, unable to care for those around you. Look at this time too, how dogmatic you were.”

Yoo Seon-je frowned at the insults coming out one after another, as if wondering how he had endured until now.

“But not to the point of letting you die.”

At that answer, Yoo Seon-je’s eyes trembled. There wasn’t a hint of playfulness on Kang Yi-sin’s face as he said that.

Did he save him for such a reason?

“The you I knew wasn’t such a stupid person.”

“Haha, I didn’t expect you to say that. Honestly, you don’t know anything about me. To the great Yoo Seon-je, the shame of Babel wasn’t even worth remembering.”

He was at a loss for words at that. That’s right. Did he know enough about Kang Yi-sin to say this isn’t like you?

“That’s right, I know almost nothing about you.”

Until now, Yoo Seon-je had never been interested in anyone. Especially for Kang Yi-sin, who was called the shame of Babel and was so insignificant, he had even less interest.

But now for the first time, he became curious. Who on earth Kang Yi-sin is.

* * *

Is he treating me quite like a benefactor because I saved him anyway? I threw words at Yoo Seon-je, who was responding quite sincerely to my words unlike before.

“That’s not what’s important now. I mean Team Leader Lee Hye-won. We can’t leave her like that, can we?”

“I was trying to find out why she betrayed us. But she wouldn’t communicate.”

“Well, that’s because the Team Leader didn’t betray us of her own will. She was just brainwashed.”

“Brainwashed? By whom?”

“It’s obvious. Someone who wants to kill you.”

At those words, Yoo Seon-je’s eyes became fierce.

“Do you know who that person is?”

“No, not at all. All I know is that you might be in danger here.”

Ray interjected at my words.

—You do know.

‘What’s the use of knowing Seol Rok-jin is the culprit? We’ll only destroy ourselves by picking a fight we can’t win. Confronting Seol Rok-jin head-on should only be done when all preparations to defeat him are complete.’

If we give an opening, we’ll be stripped bare. Seol Rok-jin doesn’t abuse his ability for various reasons, but if he feels he’s in danger, he changes instantly. We shouldn’t recklessly provoke Seol Rok-jin.

So I plan to thoroughly pretend not to know.

“You came all the way here after hearing I might be in danger? Even though your life might be in danger?”

That’s right, but seeing that shameless face, I really don’t want to admit it.

Until the situation became like this, I could have glossed over it by saying I was just tracking the Top, but everything went awry when I threw my body to save Yoo Seon-je.

“Don’t misunderstand. I had no intention of dying to save you.”

I said flatly to Yoo Seon-je who was staring at me.

“It’s not like I threw my body because I was particularly worried about you.”

I felt like that guy might be having some unnecessary misunderstanding. I really don’t like that guy at all. The reason I saved Yoo Seon-je was solely because he would be helpful to this world.

—If that guy’s potential wasn’t S-rank?

‘What do I know, I would have let him die.’

Ahem, I cleared my throat and said:

“Anyway, don’t misunderstand. Next time something like this happens, I’ll just let you die.”

“How did you know I would be in danger? Because you’re a ‘secret agent’ as you say?”

“Well, something like that.”

“What happened to being chased as a murder suspect?”

“Hey, what’s important here isn’t what my situation is. I don’t matter. What’s important is what you’re going to do from now on.”

I deflected the barrage of questions.

I wanted to make him forget that I’m Kang Yi-sin too, but unlike Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing, my lies had limits. In cases like this, there was a high possibility that lies wouldn’t work.

It’s impossible to try to hide my identity from a guy who has known me for several years already. Rather than making clumsy lies, it’s better to just hide the truth appropriately and let him misunderstand the overall picture.

“As I said earlier, the Team Leader is in a state of being brainwashed by someone. That’s why she’s not communicating.”

“Is there a way to break that brainwashing?”

“Hmm.”

I don’t know of any method.

If it were the me from before, I would have said without hesitation, ‘Let’s kill her’. Because that’s the only way to escape Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing.

Seeing that she’s somehow alive in that state, it seems he set her as a ‘main’, and it’s difficult to break the brainwashing of a main under normal circumstances.

But well, once. It wouldn’t be bad to give a chance just once.

“I’ll take a look directly and judge.”
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I touched my mask and roughly created the face of another young person. As Yoo Seon-je said, Team Leader Lee Hye-won was confined in prison.

—What a terrible sight.

As Ray said, her condition didn’t look good. It seemed she hadn’t received proper wound treatment, as her wounds were still there, and her clothes and face were all covered in blood that had flowed from those wounds.

Examining her wounds, I clicked my tongue. According to Yoo Seon-je, it was Han Seo-hyeon who made Team Leader Lee Hye-won this way.

Even so, to drive that person to this extent.

No, should I rather praise him?

—Praise?

‘Isn’t it amazing? To attack without mercy even against someone you knew? Normally, people can’t do this.’

—That kid would be really happy if you said those words to him.

Hmm, I can tell that’s sarcasm.

I approached the iron bars and spoke to Team Leader Lee Hye-won.

“Team Leader, can you hear me?”

Team Leader Lee Hye-won inside the iron bars was in a state where not a single word got through, as Yoo Seon-je said.

Examining Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s pupils that were still glowing yellow, I clicked my tongue.

—How did that guy far away give orders?

‘He must have input an algorithm in advance. To stab Yoo Seon-je when a chance comes as the clear gets close.’

Primarily, use the Top villains to kill all the hunters here and lower the possibility of clearing. Taking away the escape route and escaping to crush morale is a bonus. And if they still somehow try to clear the Gate, use Lee Hye-won to target Yoo Seon-je.

It was a perfect plan.

The command input into Team Leader Lee Hye-won for this plan was probably ‘Kill Yoo Seon-je’.

‘She’ll stay in that state until she kills Yoo Seon-je.’


What’s scary about Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing is that once the trigger is pulled, they completely lose themselves until the operation is finished.

They become Seol Rok-jin’s puppet itself.

“Let’s try getting close for now.”

—Will it be okay?

“Team Leader Lee Hye-won is only targeting Yoo Seon-je. Rather, because she’s only targeting Yoo Seon-je, it’s safer than ever for other people.”

If Seol Rok-jin had ordered self-protection too, it might be different, but that’s unlikely.

As expected, Team Leader Lee Hye-won showed no reaction even when she saw me entering the iron bars.

To think she can’t even think of leaving these iron bars to target Yoo Seon-je.

Her condition is gradually worsening. Even if they break free from Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing, many people become idiots.

I heard it’s a bit better in cases of main targets, but I don’t know if she’ll be fine even when the trigger is pulled like this. Maybe it’s already too late.

Approaching Team Leader Lee Hye-won like that, I frowned seeing her state.

I could see blood dripping from wounds that still hadn’t stopped bleeding.

“Oh no.”

I took out a potion from my pocket and sprinkled it on her wounds. Fortunately, she still stood there without any reaction to my approach.

—You’re treating her wounds even though you said you might have to kill her?

If we can’t break the brainwashing, we have to kill her. We can’t let Seol Rok-jin find out what we’ve seen and heard here.

Just as I’ve done until now, this person might have to be killed too. But unlike then, I now had a reliable helper.

‘How is it? Can you see?’

—Hmm, it’s severe. That guy’s magic power is binding this person’s brain. Like a parasite. But still, well, it’s not entirely impossible.

‘You mean you can remove it?’


—Yeah.

My heart raced at those words.

“Really?”

—It won’t be easy. But it’s possible. It seems that guy’s control has weakened here.

Slowly, my mana entered Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s body. Ray delicately examined Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s body. To find mana planted by someone else in another person’s body and burn only that magic power.

It was such delicate mana operation that I couldn’t even imitate. I thought I had become quite skilled at mana operation until now. But in front of Ray, I was at the level of a pupa showing off.

How long had it been since burning Seol Rok-jin’s golden mana like that? Team Leader Lee Hye-won slowly opened her eyes. Clear eyes looked at me.

“Wh-what is this…”

“Are you awake?”

I explained what had happened to Team Leader Lee Hye-won, who looked dazed. Clearing the Gate, and then the story of Team Leader Lee Hye-won going berserk at that moment. Team Leader Lee Hye-won was very surprised at my words that she had been brainwashed by someone.

“I, I did such a thing? Brainwashed? Who on earth…”

Does she have no memory at all? Well, Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing ends in an instant. She must have encountered him somewhere at some point.

“I don’t know either.”

I calmly continued lying. To Yoo Seon-je of course, and even to Lee Hye-won. I had no intention of telling them about Seol Rok-jin’s identity.

As I said, if you make him an enemy clumsily, you won’t see a good end. It’s better to not know at all.

“So, Team Leader Lee Hye-won, it would be better for you to pretend to be dead for a while.”

“What?”

Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing has been omnipotent until now. Unless deflected by a relic-class artifact, there have been no cases of breaking someone who was brainwashed.

Although the condition ‘inside the Gate’ is attached, breaking Lee Hye-won’s brainwashing was an incredible feat.

And I had no intention of letting this be discovered.


Only fools reveal their hidden cards right away. So it’s better to hide Team Leader Lee Hye-won in a safe place as a dead person as much as possible…

“Well, the wrong I committed is quite big…”

“What?”

I don’t know how she understood my intention, but Team Leader Lee Hye-won quietly presented her neck to me.

“Please make it painless.”

“No! That’s not what I meant!”

I hastily waved my hands and feet.

Slowly, I explained my plan once again. Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s face, which had turned pale, finally began to regain its color.

“You mean pretend to be dead.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“But where should I stay after leaving here…”

“Ah, you don’t need to worry about that.”

At my words that I would take care of everything once we get out, Team Leader Lee Hye-won bowed her head.

After hiding Team Leader Lee Hye-won in a suitable place, I immediately went to find the supporter team.

Since I couldn’t kill everyone who had seen my face, I had to tell appropriate lies.

“Hello.”

At my greeting, Lee Jae-eun welcomed me with a surprised face.

“Oh, oh! You woke up? Oh? Oh.”

“Your face is different from the one we saw before.”

At Oh Hyo-jun’s words, I nodded and said:

“This is my ‘real’ face.”

At my words, Lee Jae-eun asked excitedly:

“You can change your face like that?”

“Is, is that an ability too?”

I nodded. It’s difficult to completely make them forget the face of Kang Yi-sin they’ve already seen. Especially if they know ‘murder suspect’ Kang Yi-sin. But how many people would accurately remember the face of a criminal who was publicly wanted several months ago?

Only Yoo Seon-je, who already knew me, recognized me right away, these people probably didn’t look at my face carefully.

So it wasn’t difficult to replace that memory with another person’s face.

There was one more problem. Han Seo-hyeon’s voice. I easily told lies about this too.

Like the famous soccer player David Beckham. I said it was a voice to have a complex about, so he refrained from talking.

As I continued my explanation mentioning celebrities, people soon nodded.

And there was one more thing I had to say.

“Team Leader Lee Hye-won…”

I continued speaking with a sad expression.

I said that Team Leader Lee Hye-won was cursed here. I tried to remove the poison, but it was difficult now without a proper healer or cure potion, and in the end she lost her life.

The supporter team was shocked at my explanation, but they believed this lie better than any other lie. That means the state of Team Leader Lee Hye-won they saw last was that bad.

After finishing the last lie, I caught my breath.

The cleanup was roughly successful.

I added several more ‘lies’ just in case, so there should be no information leaking from this side. Even if it leaks, it will just go round and round within the lies I’ve set up.

Now it’s time to leave the Gate.

After finishing all preparations and standing in front of the Gate’s exit, Yoo Seon-je came to me.

“Come to think of it, I didn’t ask. What exactly is your ability? How on earth did you get that ability?”

At Yoo Seon-je’s words, I shrugged.

“Just somehow. It’s just various miscellaneous things, so it’s not something you need to care about.”

Yoo Seon-je seemed to have become unnecessarily interested in me, but I brushed him off with the excuse of not having time.

“When can we meet again?”

To Yoo Seon-je asking like that, I roughly nodded.

“Well, we’ll meet sometime as we live our lives.”

In fact, I just answered like that, but I had no intention of meeting him at all.

Because the fate of Yoo Seon-je I know ends here. Saving him once is enough, I had no intention of cleaning up after that unpleasant guy anymore.

Standing in front of the Gate, I said to Yoo Seon-je:

“Take care of yourself.”

Because I don’t plan to save you again. At my curt words, Yoo Seon-je opened his mouth.

“You too.”

I blinked at the unexpected answer.

And at the same time, the Gate swallowed Yoo Seon-je.

“Really.”

—Wasn’t that guy smiling just now?

‘What a creepy thing to say. You must have seen wrong.’

A smiling Yoo Seon-je, it’s scary even in dreams.

I turned my head back. Han Seo-hyeon, who had been hiding well until now, poked his head out.

“Let’s leave too.”

* * *

The reporters waiting for news of the conquest were sitting in formation in front of the Gate again today. Most were rookie reporters with less experience.

“Damn, it’s been three weeks today? Why is it taking so long?”

“Don’t tell me they’re failing?”

“What nonsense.”

No one thought the Sirius conquest team would fail to conquer the Gate. They just had questions about the unprecedentedly long conquest.

“Maybe the scenery inside the Gate is so beautiful that they’re conquering slowly and enjoying it before coming out. Didn’t someone from the Constellation Guild say that last time?”

It was when they were killing time with such nonsense talk. The Gate in front of their eyes began to ripple.

The reporters around all turned their gaze to the Gate. There, the Sirius hunters they had been waiting for so long appeared one by one.

“Wow!”

“It’s the conquest team!”

But before they could even properly take photos, a black sand storm swallowed the surroundings.

“Wh-what’s going on!”

The reporters who had been sitting there for a scoop all screamed. After that raging sand storm ended, the Gate closed in front of their eyes.

“W-wait a minute!”

On a night when even the moon was hiding behind clouds, the reporters hurriedly turned on the lights they had placed around.

And they discovered a conquest team that wasn’t even half of half of half the size it was when they entered.

“This, this can’t be!”

“Where are the rest of the people?”

“Did, did they succeed in the conquest?”

“The Gate closed so they must have succeeded! Who from where asked such a stupid question?”

It was chaotic.

Yoo Seon-je, who had to answer those questions, said with an exhausted face:

“There will be a press conference tomorrow. Please step aside.”

“Excuse me, just one word!”

“Tomorrow, there will be a press conference.”

People hurriedly distanced themselves from him after seeing Yoo Seon-je’s pupils distort.
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After dispersing our sight with a sandstorm, we hid in a nearby forest.

Han Seo-hyeon asked with an exhausted expression:

“Is it really over now?”

“No, this might just be the beginning.”

Seol Rok-jin will soon realize his failure. Then he’ll immediately come up with another plan.

Whether he’ll target Yoo Seon-je again or reach out in another direction, I don’t know yet, but he’s not the type to sit still like this.

“Still, just in case, keep monitoring that guy for a while.”

Since the assassination plan failed, the Top might make another move.

Of course, having learned his lesson, he probably won’t fall for it easily, but we should protect him for the time being.

“Ugh, I really don’t want to.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who wasn’t very welcoming of Yoo Seon-je to begin with, came to completely dislike him after this incident.

Understandable.

“I’m not telling you to protect him because I like him either. It’s just that after going through all that trouble to save him, I’d be annoyed if he died stupidly.”

“I understand.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon silently sent out Rat. After sending the signal, Kim Jae-ho appeared riding the shadows.

It was a reunion after a whole 3 weeks.

I wanted to ask if he’d been well all this time, but seeing his state, those words wouldn’t come out at all.

—He looks completely like a barbarian.

‘Yeah…’

I had just barely made him look human, and now look at this. Kim Jae-ho’s hair had become a wild mess. Not only was his hair sticking up in all directions, but his clothes torn here and there made me sigh. I’m pretty sure I put spare clothes in the bag for him to change into, but where did those all go?


He was in that state when we entered the Gate. He definitely hasn’t bathed either. I’ll have to scrub him thoroughly when we get back to the base.

“I was so bored. Eating the same thing every day was no fun either.”

Kim Jae-ho grumbled as soon as he saw us.

“Next time, take me with you. Don’t leave me behind. Okay? You got that?”

He must have really hated being alone, as he even pulled on my clothes while saying this. What kind of whining is this.

“Alright, alright. That’s enough now. You’re stretching out my clothes, no, wait! You tore it!”

Whether he failed to control his strength or not, the t-shirt I cherished was not just stretched but torn. This is the problem when you’re too strong. Looking at the torn clothes, I let out an empty laugh.

Kim Jae-ho pointed at Lee Hye-won standing behind me and asked:

“Who’s that woman?”

“Eek!”

Those eyes shining like a beast’s in the darkness are scary even to me, but was there really a need to be so startled? I said to Jae-ho with an awkward face:

“She’s someone we rescued from in there.”

“H-hello.”

Even to her careful greeting, Kim Jae-ho just glared at Team Leader Lee Hye-won instead of answering.

“You left me behind but brought a new person…”

Is that the issue here?

“Well, it just ended up like that somehow.”

To be honest, I didn’t want to bring this person all the way here either. But no matter how I thought about it, diverting Lee Hye-won on my side seemed like the best option.

Kim Jae-ho circled around Lee Hye-won and said:

“She’s not small or cute.”


Team Leader Lee Hye-won was quite tall. With a height of about 175cm and an urban appearance, she normally looked like an impressive career woman, though right now she was just terrified… Wait, what am I saying?

“Don’t worry, I don’t plan to bring her home.”

“Hmph.”

Kim Jae-ho snorted and disappeared back into the shadows. He seemed to really dislike Team Leader Lee Hye-won.

Even though things turned out like this, I had no intention of taking Lee Hye-won to our home.

“You go home with him too.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes.

“Where are you going then?”

I feel like the words ‘with that woman’ are missing between the lines.

“Don’t worry. I plan to take care of things properly and come back.”

At the word ‘take care’, Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s shoulders trembled again. Maybe that was too strange a word to use in the middle of the night in a desolate place.

I should do something before misunderstandings pile up. First, let’s separate these guys.

“Go on ahead.”

“Alright.”

With a displeased face, Han Seo-hyeon glanced at me and Lee Hye-won before summoning a sand jaguar by stomping the ground. Han Seo-hyeon mounted the black-dyed jaguar and disappeared like that.

“Um, where do you intend to take me?”

“Don’t worry. We’re going somewhere with a very reliable person.”

After sending those two to the base, I drove the car with Lee Hye-won. The place I arrived at was in front of a massive mansion with a design so impressive it drew admiration every time I saw it.

After parking the car nearby, I walked towards the mansion with Lee Hye-won.

Ignoring Lee Hye-won demanding an explanation beside me, I took out my phone and made a call.


I was worried he might avoid my call, but fortunately it connected quickly.

“Professor Geum.”

[Hmm? Oh! Well, if it isn’t you! It’s been a really long time.]

“Yes, it has been a while.”

It’s obvious he wants to keep his distance from me, but I can manage if I push a bit.

“I have one favor to ask.”

[Huh? A favor, what? No, I’m busy these days so unlike before I don’t have time…]

“Well, I’m at your front door so open up first.”

[What?]

“It doesn’t matter if you don’t open it, but it would be better if you did.”

[Ah, alright! J-just stay there!]

I hung up at the noisy voice coming through the receiver. Now if I just wait, he’ll come out on his own.

Beside me, Lee Hye-won asked in a terrified voice:

“Who on earth did we come to meet?”

“As I said before, a very reliable person.”

Hmm, hmm. That’s right. There’s no one as harmless a pushover as this guy. How much time passed? With a clamorous noise, doors began to open from far away.

Professor Geum’s appearance after passing through several layers of doors was miserable.

“Whew! It’s been a while!”

From his round glasses to his half-burnt hair.

“What on earth were you doing?”

“Ah, I was in the middle of various experiments… But how did you come here without any contact, no, wait! Who is this beautiful lady here?”

At Professor Geum’s loud words, Lee Hye-won glared at me.

As if asking if I really intended to leave her with this mad scientist.

I’m sorry, Ms. Lee Hye-won. I have my own children, no, team members to take care of. I pushed Lee Hye-won towards Professor Geum.

“I’ll leave her in your care.”

“Hmm? W-what?”

“S-surely you don’t intend to leave me here and go?”

Ignoring Team Leader Lee Hye-won’s desperate gaze, I sent mana to my feet. As I jumped up into the air, I cheerfully waved goodbye to the two of them.

“Haha! Then I’ll leave her to you!”

“Y-you bastard!”

“W-what am I supposed to take care of?”

I heard the two people’s screams after I left, but I pretended not to hear.

—Hey, this is abandonment!

What do you mean abandonment? I found her a good caretaker.

I felt righteous.

* * *

Although the conquest of ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’ was successful, Sirius’ stock price hit the lower limit.

Out of the conquest team that started with a total of 102 members – two 7-Circle hunters, thirty 6-Circle hunters, thirty 5-Circle or higher supporters, and forty porters – only four people returned.

One 7-Circle hunter and three supporters.

It was such a poor result that it could hardly be called a successful conquest. Upon hearing this news, Jin Yeon-hwa canceled all schedules with a coldly hardened face and prepared for a press conference, while gossipmongers were busy calculating the damage Sirius had suffered from this incident.

“How much damage do you think Sirius will suffer from this incident? Enough for Dohwa to overtake Sirius?”

“They may have lost Kim Dae-gwon, but Yoo Seon-je survived, didn’t he? And they did conquer an S-rank Gate after all. The important point is that they conquered the Gate even after losing all those people. Perhaps he’s reached not 7-Circle, but 8-Circle…”

“Oh my, at that age?”

“That’s impossible.”

“But isn’t it true that he conquered an S-rank Gate with just four supporters? That’s what they said at the press conference too.”

Yesterday, Sirius briefly summarized what happened during the S-rank Gate conquest at the press conference.

The content was long, but to summarize, the monster that came out of the S-rank Gate was ‘stronger than expected’ and an accident occurred. While accidents happening inside Gates were common, what was important was that they succeeded in conquering the Gate in the meantime.

Sirius attributed the reason for the successful Gate conquest to Yoo Seon-je’s growth. They said that although everyone was swept away due to the unexpectedly strong monster, Yoo Seon-je awakened and somehow managed to handle things and come out.

Thanks to this, the value of Yoo Seon-je, who was already drawing attention as the youngest 7-Circle, rose even more.

It’s unfortunate for the hunters who lost their lives in this Gate, but the world doesn’t remember losers.

“Could he really have reached 8-Circle?”

If it’s true that Yoo Seon-je has reached 8-Circle, then what Sirius lost in this Gate would be nothing.

Everyone’s attention was focused on Yoo Seon-je.

However, Yoo Seon-je, who could answer all those questions, declared self-restraint saying he ‘couldn’t contain the sorrow of losing conquest team members who were like family’, and people had no choice but to satisfy their curiosity by putting forward their own hypotheses.

And on Jin Yeon-hwa’s face, who had heard all the circumstances from Yoo Seon-je in the meantime, there was not a trace of a smile.

“So, someone tried to kill you.”

Forgetting even her drawling way of speaking, Jin Yeon-hwa said in a low voice looking at Yoo Seon-je.

“Then you succeeded in conquering the Gate and escaping with someone’s help.”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t know who the culprits are, let alone the people who helped us?”

“I know their name.”

“What’s the name?”

“Smith. It’s obviously an alias though.”

For a moment it seemed like a smile flickered across Yoo Seon-je’s lips, but was it her imagination? When Jin Yeon-hwa looked at Yoo Seon-je’s face again, it was stiffly hardened once more.

“As payment for helping with the conquest, they said they couldn’t reveal anything about themselves, so I had no choice.”

“Hmm, I see. For now, they’re not our enemies then. The problem would be the side that brainwashed Hye-won and attacked us. Since there’s no brainwashing ability user in the ‘Top’…”

It means there must be another third party involved.

“By the way, where is Hye-won?”

“…She’s with a reliable person.”

“I see, let’s consider her dead for now. Until we find the culprit.”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes were filled with anger. How dare they mess with Sirius, whoever they are.

Whoever made her eat dirt will have to pay the price properly. After organizing her thoughts, Jin Yeon-hwa put on her horn-rimmed glasses and smiled brightly.

“Anyway, good work Seon-je. Now go and get some rest.”

After sending Yoo Seon-je out, Jin Yeon-hwa took off her horn-rimmed glasses and bit her lip.

First at the auction, and now during this conquest. If information leaked through Lee Hye-won, it would make sense.

“Then does that mean Weltschmerz is behind this incident?”

After all, it was Weltschmerz who used her and took the item at the auction. Weltschmerz must have climbed to the Top by now, so it would make sense if villains from the Top were involved in this incident.

“But why would they?”

The problem was that there was no apparent motive. If they just did it to mess with her guild, that would be understandable, but that side has never been entangled with Sirius even once.

When Lee Hye-won returns later, she’ll have to hear the details then.

Putting on a worn-out hoodie, she quietly headed to a hospital by car.

Whenever her heart wavered, Jin Yeon-hwa visited this place.

To not lose her original intentions.

Passing through the strict security, Jin Yeon-hwa arrived at a hospital room. The room prepared for just one person was decorated more beautifully than any other place.

Lilies beautifully bloomed one by one by someone with the talent to make flowers bloom. Lying on the bed placed among them was her grandfather, Jin Yong-seok.

Having fallen into a coma after being attacked by villains, he was maintaining his life through life support equipment.

Jin Yeon-hwa sat in the chair next to his bed.

“Grandfather, I’m here.”

Jin Yeon-hwa smiled brightly and tapped Jin Yong-seok’s hand, whispering in a playful voice:

“I thought I might be able to send you off if this matter was handled well, but it seems not yet.”

Even at that somewhat creepy voice, Jin Yong-seok didn’t wake up.

“Just lie there and wait, I’ll definitely get revenge for killing Dad.”

Jin Yeon-hwa whispered in a voice full of killing intent.
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Her mother who gave birth to her passed away when she was too young to even remember. Her grandfather was just stern and frightening.

She had no friends. People were either intimidated by the name she carried, admired her, or tried to use her.

The smart girl keenly grasped her surroundings better than anyone.

Everyone treated her not as Jin Yeon-hwa, but as Jin Yong-seok’s granddaughter.

In her world, there was only one person she could rely on and trust.

“Yeon-hwa!”

“Dad!”

Jin Yeon-hwa threw herself into Jin Kang-hoon’s arms.

Just the fact that he, who was always so busy it was hard to even see his face properly, had come to visit made Jin Yeon-hwa’s mood soar to the skies.

“Have you been well?”

“Yes! How about you, Dad?”

At that question, Jin Kang-hoon’s face wavered. The young Jin Yeon-hwa didn’t notice the dark shadow that briefly fell over his face. The child was just happy to be in the arms of her beloved father.

“I’ve been helping Grandfather with work.”

“I hate Grandfather. He always takes you away. Leaving me out.”

At Jin Yeon-hwa’s grumbling, Jin Kang-hoon smiled bitterly and said:

“It’s because Dad is lacking a lot. Because I’m so lacking, Grandfather is just worried.”

At those words, Jin Yeon-hwa puffed out her cheeks. Though she was young, she already knew that Jin Yong-seok wasn’t ‘worried’ about Jin Kang-hoon.

Jin Yong-seok ruthlessly drove Jin Kang-hoon. He never hugged him saying he loved him, nor did he offer a single warm word.

She had even thought at times that maybe Grandfather actually hated Dad. Though Jin Kang-hoon vehemently denied it.

“Once this job is over, things will get better.”


At those words, Jin Yeon-hwa narrowed her eyes. It wasn’t the first time Jin Kang-hoon had said something like this.

As if noticing Jin Yeon-hwa’s suspicion, Jin Kang-hoon added with a smile:

“No, this time it’s for real.”

“When will you come back?”

“Just wait one week.”

Jin Kang-hoon held out his pinky to Jin Yeon-hwa and said:

“Promise.”

Despite promising like that.

Jin Kang-hoon didn’t return even after a week had passed and much more time went by. At first, Jin Yeon-hwa waited patiently for Jin Kang-hoon, but after a month passed, she simply couldn’t bear it anymore.

Three months after Jin Kang-hoon went missing.

“Grandfather.”

Jin Yeon-hwa sought out her grandfather, Jin Yong-seok.

“Where is Dad?”

At that question, Jin Yong-seok frowned. He was quite displeased that she spoke only the main point without preamble.

“Is that all you have to say when seeing your grandfather’s face after months? Not even a greeting.”

“I’m asking where Dad is.”

“You mean your lacking father?”

“My Dad is not lacking.”

Even in front of the hunter called the strongest in Korea, Jin Yeon-hwa wasn’t intimidated at all. Jin Yeon-hwa stood proudly before Jin Yong-seok, to an unbelievable degree for a mere ten-year-old child who hadn’t awakened any talents.

Jin Yong-seok looked at Jin Yeon-hwa and said:


“No, your father was originally lacking. Now he’s become truly lacking.”

At those words, Jin Yeon-hwa frowned.

“What do you mean by that?”

Her heart started pounding wildly, wondering if something had happened to prevent Dad from visiting all this time.

“I never liked him from the start, but now that guy is completely ruined.”

An ominous feeling spread at those words. What on earth could have happened?

“I need to see him in person.”

“I won’t stop you, but you’d better steel yourself.”

Despite those words, Jin Yeon-hwa ignored Jin Yong-seok and opened the locked door.

Seeing the familiar back, Jin Yeon-hwa’s lips trembled.

“Dad?”

The father she met after months had changed in many ways.

“Hehehe.”

At that foolish laughter, Jin Yeon-hwa froze in place.

“He-ey, it’s Yeon-hwa-a!”

Jin Kang-hoon ran over and hugged Yeon-hwa.

What is this? The drawling speech like a child and the foolish expression. This wasn’t the Jin Kang-hoon she knew.

Where had her cool and caring dad gone, and where did this dimwit come from?

It gave her goosebumps.

“Get away!”


Jin Yeon-hwa pushed Jin Kang-hoon away. Though it was a child’s strength, Jin Kang-hoon tumbled backwards at Jin Yeon-hwa’s gesture. Tears instantly welled up in Jin Kang-hoon’s eyes as he looked at Jin Yeon-hwa.

“S-sorry. Sorry, I’m sorry-y.”

At the sight of Jin Kang-hoon crying like a child, Jin Yeon-hwa stepped back. This isn’t my dad. I need to ask Grandfather again where he put my real dad.

Just as she was about to leave this room, leaving Jin Kang-hoon behind.

“Yeon-hwa, sorry, I’m sorry-y.”

At those words, Jin Yeon-hwa’s steps came to a halt. Jin Yeon-hwa clenched her fists and turned her head back.

“Is it really you, Dad?”

Jin Yeon-hwa carefully approached Jin Kang-hoon. At first she thought he was a monster imitating her father, but that wasn’t it. Looking closely, it really was her father Jin Kang-hoon.

“Why, why are you like this?”

“That guy has become an idiot.”

The answer came from Jin Yong-seok standing behind.

“It seems his brain got fried from overusing his abilities.”

“What?”

Did he end up like this after going to conquer a Gate?

“What kind of Gate was it?”

“I don’t know, he was fine until after finishing the Gate, but he became like that after the party ended. He was only this caliber of a vessel to begin with.”

Jin Yong-seok was as merciless as ever. There was no sense of regret that his son had ended up like this. It was closer to annoyance that something he had invested effort in was ruined.

Jin Yeon-hwa glared at Jin Yong-seok and clenched her fists.

“Dad is sorry for becoming an idiot-t.”

Looking at Jin Kang-hoon who was holding her hand and crying like that, Jin Yeon-hwa bit her lip. It wasn’t Jin Kang-hoon’s fault that he ended up like this. Even becoming this foolish.

“Dad doesn’t need to be sorry. This isn’t Dad’s fault. I’ll protect Dad.”

Jin Yong-seok turned his back on Jin Kang-hoon. Even though he ended up like this after recklessly going to conquer a Gate on his orders. Jin Yeon-hwa knew what kind of person Jin Yong-seok was.

“I’ll do whatever Grandfather says. In exchange, leave Dad alone as he is.”

At those insolent words, Jin Yong-seok nodded with a smile. Unlike her weak father, Jin Yeon-hwa was indeed a proper gem.

“Alright, if you properly do your part, I’ll take proper care of your father. I’ll even find a way for him to return to normal. But if you disappoint me too, there’s nothing.”

From that day on, Jin Yeon-hwa’s life completely changed. Unlike before, every day was a struggle in itself.

Whether you become an awakener or not, you must become the best. Jin Yeon-hwa had to spend every day trapped in a schedule without a single gap.

But there was a time that even Jin Yong-seok couldn’t touch.

One hour every day. Jin Yeon-hwa headed to the room where Jin Kang-hoon was.

“Dad!”

“Oh! Yeon-hwa!”

Jin Kang-hoon, who had been watching TV, got up and hugged Yeon-hwa. Jin Yeon-hwa shifted her gaze to the TV. An animation that only little kids would watch was playing.

“Is that fun?”

“Yeah.”

Jin Yeon-hwa smiled slightly at Jin Kang-hoon blushing and saying that.

“What shall we play today?”

Toys she hadn’t played with even when she was young, and fairy tale books she had put away for being too childish, but when with Jin Kang-hoon, they were more fun than anything.

Jin Kang-hoon was considerate of Jin Yeon-hwa no matter what they did. Even though he had become like a child, he didn’t forget that Jin Yeon-hwa was his daughter and cherished her dearly.

Jin Yeon-hwa, who had been quietly looking at Jin Kang-hoon, asked:

“Don’t you hate Grandfather?”

At those words, Jin Kang-hoon quietly looked at Jin Yeon-hwa’s face. At times like this, Dad was just like the Dad from before, so Jin Yeon-hwa couldn’t take her eyes off his face.

Jin Kang-hoon smiled brightly and held Jin Yeon-hwa’s hand, saying:

“Dad, your Grandfather isn’t wrong. It’s because, because Dad is lacking.”

Even in his foolish way of speaking, Jin Kang-hoon earnestly defended Jin Yong-seok.

Each time, Jin Yeon-hwa covered Jin Kang-hoon’s mouth with an upset heart.

“Just eat.”

“Okay!”

Jin Yeon-hwa didn’t find her childlike father all that bad.

Being able to see every day the face that used to be hard to see even once every few days, and him always honestly expressing his feelings.

“Yeon-hwa, Dad loves you so much. I’m sorry for becoming like this.”

“I told you not to be sorry.”

“Even though Dad became an idiot?”

“Dad isn’t an idiot.”

“But still, Dad can’t do anything for Yeon-hwa as a father, and I’m just a hindrance like this.”

“Did Grandfather say something again?”

“No-o. It’s nothing.”

Jin Kang-hoon desperately tried to change the subject, but Jin Yeon-hwa already knew. How Jin Yong-seok thought of Jin Kang-hoon. How the people around here treated him too.

Jin Yong-seok steadily erased Jin Kang-hoon’s name. He needed recuperation due to an injury from the Gate that had worsened without realizing. That was the official excuse given.

Jin Yong-seok hid Jin Kang-hoon from the world. Because he thought it was too embarrassing to show him outside when he had changed to be like a child.

‘I can’t trust Grandfather.’

Though they were family, Jin Yeon-hwa knew what kind of person Jin Yong-seok was.

Unlike some, Jin Yeon-hwa resembled Jin Yong-seok more than anyone, rather than inheriting Jin Kang-hoon’s kind nature. That’s why she couldn’t feel at ease.

‘I need to gain more power.’

But there was a limit to what she could do as a mere eleven-year-old ordinary person who hadn’t even awakened her talent. For now, the best she could do was keep her head down and follow Jin Yong-seok’s words.

‘Time is on my side.’

Unlike her who would gradually become stronger, Jin Yong-seok would grow older day by day. Someday when Jin Yong-seok becomes weaker than her, she would take Dad and leave this damn house.

How naive a thought that was.

It was when she entered Jin Kang-hoon’s room as usual. Jin Yeon-hwa had to face the shadow swaying before her eyes. Looking at the body swaying in the wind flowing in from the open window, Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes widened.

Jin Yeon-hwa simply couldn’t believe the sight before her eyes.

“Why?”

With trembling hands, Jin Yeon-hwa grabbed Jin Kang-hoon’s body. Clutching the cold, stiff body, Jin Yeon-hwa cried out:

“How could this happen!”

The servants who arrived belatedly pulled her away. Jin Yeon-hwa resisted with all her might, but with her small body she couldn’t shake them off.

When she opened her eyes, the person before her was her ‘Grandfather’. Jin Yeon-hwa immediately bared her teeth.

“It was you, wasn’t it? You made Dad like this?”

Jin Yeon-hwa looked at Jin Yong-seok and said.

“You have no words you can’t say to your grandfather, do you?”

“Dad would never make such a choice. Why? Because I’m here. Because he loves me!”

Though he had become a fool who knew nothing, Jin Kang-hoon still loved Jin Yeon-hwa. He wouldn’t have chosen to die in this world leaving her behind. Not without someone’s interference.

“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but it wasn’t me.”

Lies.

Grandfather always hated Dad.

You wanted him gone ever since he became like that, right? You wanted to get rid of him.

If you had just let him live, then I would have done as you wished.

Jin Yeon-hwa clenched her fists.

She suppressed the urge to rush at Jin Yong-seok and scream right away.

To get revenge on Jin Yong-seok who caused her father’s death, she had to suppress these emotions now.

She was nothing. Just an eleven-year-old girl. Jin Yong-seok was someone she could not do anything against.

So endure, endure and endure more.

Remember this feeling now, but don’t let it explode.

The moment I make an enemy of Jin Yong-seok, I’ll be the one to die. Because that person has no affection for his own blood.

In just the time it took to take a few breaths, Jin Yeon-hwa was able to sweep all her emotions inside.

Seeing this, Jin Yong-seok smiled. And so the grandfather and granddaughter who resembled each other more than anyone looked at each other and smiled.

“Then help me.”

“With what?”

“Finding who made my Dad die.”

“Alright.”

Jin Yong-seok said in a low voice.

“I too am truly curious who made my son like that.”

* * *

“You know, people in the world don’t care what I look like. Whether I act like a child or whatever. They can’t say anything to me of Sirius!”

Jin Yeon-hwa whispered to Jin Yong-seok.

“You were just embarrassed, weren’t you? That a foolish dad would be revealed to the world. So you killed him?”

Jin Yeon-hwa looked at Jin Yong-seok’s face and smirked.

“Hold on tight to your lifeline. Until I strangle your neck myself.”

Jin Yeon-hwa, who imitated her father’s way of speaking from her memories, cackled and put on her glasses.

As time passed, Jin Yong-seok’s heart changed, gradually losing its value like Polaris.

Jin Yeon-hwa simply couldn’t see as family a man who eliminated even his own family to protect something fleeting.

On the day Sirius becomes the brightest star in this night sky, Jin Yeon-hwa planned to erase Polaris from her world.

* * *

Looking at the brightest shining star in the night sky, Seol Rok-jin tilted his head.

Again.

His plan had gone awry.

“Hmm.”

Even though he sent villains from the Top, and even left Lee Hye-won as a second card.

Despite all that, it failed.

It was regrettable that the connection with Lee Hye-won was cut off too. Well, if she had been alive, Yoo Seon-je wouldn’t have been able to return alive, so it was natural.

Of course, Sirius took quite a blow from this incident. An active 7-Circle hero died, and the rest of the hunters who could be called Sirius’s first-string team were completely wiped out.

Only four supporters, including Yoo Seon-je, managed to return alive.

However, the gate attack was a ‘success’. Yoo Seon-je, who was Seol Rok-jin’s target, also survived.

Much to the disappointment of Seol Rok-jin, who had hoped to completely break Sirius’s spirit with this incident.

“They’re holding up well.”

When he had reduced Jin Kang-hoon to that state before, Seol Ro-kjin thought that Polaris would collapse entirely.

But both then and now, Polaris, no, Sirius, though staggering precariously, stubbornly held its ground.

He remembered the voice of someone who had shouted at him, asking if he thought things would go his way.

“As promised, I didn’t touch your daughter.”

Looking at the brightest star in the night sky, Seol Rok-jin smiled.

“It would have been nice if it had been properly damaged before shining even brighter.”

Unfortunately for you. Seol Rok-jin slowly opened his mouth, gazing at the sky.

“Bringing down someone who thinks they’re the brightest star, it just seems too fun, you know.”
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“I don’t want to enter Gates for a while.”

Han Seo-hyeon shuddered after returning to the base.

Since his first Gate conquest ended so terribly, he says he might break out in hives just hearing the word Gate.

What can I do? It seems like you’ll have to enter Gates with me to conquer them quite often in the future.

I repeated the words the woman had left. She said there were such special Gates here and there. Gates are fragments of destroyed worlds. While their fate can’t be changed, their impact on this world could be different.

If only that bastard Yoo Seon-je hadn’t interfered, we could have seen how this world would change according to the altered conquest.

—To find that out, we’ll have to go conquer another Gate.

‘The problem is there’s no guarantee we’ll find such a Gate again.’

Recklessly investigating Gates doesn’t seem right. But if we ignore them, the benefits of solving the Gate puzzle are tantalizing.

Anyway, for now I didn’t want to even look at Gates as Han Seo-hyeon said, but it seemed we couldn’t completely ignore Gates either.

I guess the problem is that we can’t enter Gates to conquer them through normal methods in Korea.

Even this time, you could say we snatched Sirius’ Gate.

‘I’ll have to think about it slowly later.’

When Gate news comes, I should try poking at it. Or maybe this time I could go overseas to conquer a Gate. Surely I won’t meet Taika Cooper again then.

After organizing the plans in my head step by step, I shifted my gaze.

I saw Kim Jae-ho hugging the rabbit doll I had newly bought him.

Ah, that doll was something I bought on the way back as an apology.

I gave it to him when Kim Jae-ho was about to throw a tantrum after finishing the forced shower (Han Seo-hyeon said what I did was closer to waterboarding, but I insisted it was a shower), and as you can see, the effect was amazing.

Kim Jae-ho, who had been acting like he would crush me, became a gentle lamb again.

—He really acts in a way that doesn’t match his size.


‘He’s still only sixteen…’

I recalled that shocking fact again. To think he’s sixteen with that huge body and fierce face. Well, even though he looks like that, he’s still young. Although he can pop people’s heads with one punch, and break all their ribs with one hug…

He was still a child who likes dolls.

—No, even at sixteen, people don’t usually like dolls like that.

‘He didn’t have time for his mental age to grow.’

He’s crazy about dolls now, but in a few years he might grow up rapidly and deny his current past, right? Kim Jae-ho going through puberty. Just thinking about it is scary. I wonder if he’ll slam doors, talk back saying things like ‘What have you ever done for me?’, ‘Boss, you don’t understand my feelings!’, ‘Don’t meddle in my business!’

‘I’ve decided. If Kim Jae-ho goes through puberty, I’ll go through a midlife crisis around that time.’

—What are you talking about?

‘I’m saying if Kim Jae-ho goes through puberty, I plan to run away from home due to a midlife crisis.’

Alright, it’s a perfect plan.

—Sounds like perfect nonsense to me.

Since I bought him a new doll, I wanted to throw away the old dirty doll I gave him before, but the greedy Kim Jae-ho bared his teeth and threw a tantrum as soon as I tried to touch the old doll.

I thought he had become more human lately, but he was still closer to a dog than a person.

I looked around the base.

‘Come to think of it, after not seeing it for a while, somehow…’

—It looks even worse.

It certainly looked worse after not seeing it for a while. Is it because we just saw that ice palace that was the epitome of splendor until recently? Looking at our base that wasn’t even properly finished, it really felt that way.

And it seems I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

Han Seo-hyeon said to me:

“By the way, how long are we going to leave our base like this?”


“Isn’t this kind of interior trendy these days? Industrial interior or something?”

“I don’t know about that, but it just looks like an abandoned house.”

As expected of Han Seo-hyeon. Merciless.

‘Hmm, should we properly finish the base for now?’

It’s not like I didn’t try to decorate the base. I even applied putty on the bricks and painted them. But that alone wasn’t enough to meet the strict system’s standards.

Our base was still B-grade.

Even though I made such a fuss to remove the phrase ‘Grade lowered due to poor finishing skills’ in the item window, that phrase was still stuck like gum.

At first, I thought that phrase appeared because I didn’t properly finish the walls. But even after finishing, that phrase didn’t disappear.

If the grade is determined by including all the interior, it certainly makes sense.

Except for the sofa, dining table, and chairs I hurriedly bought while taking care of the children, our base was still empty.

After secretly donating even the things the children used to nearby orphanages, really nothing was left.

“Why is it so empty? I guess we need furniture and such after all?”

At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon exclaimed in horror:

“Surely you’re not thinking of making a fuss about making furniture yourself again?”

Sadly, my plan to make furniture myself failed miserably.

I thought I could just roughly cut wood, dry it, and nail it together, but it turned out to be harder than I thought.

The completion level was so terrible that the system didn’t even recognize it as a finished product.

“Can’t we just buy furniture from IKEA or something?”

“If we go to a villain base and it’s full of IKEA furniture, wouldn’t that look a bit off?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon said mercilessly:


“I think this looks even more off.”

At the tip of Han Seo-hyeon’s finger was the pile of wood I had claimed was a chair. The reason it failed to become a chair is simple. It broke as soon as someone sat on it.

Ahem, at a loss for words, I just cleared my throat.

“Actually, isn’t part of the reason our base is so gloomy because of us?”

I looked over our organization.

Let’s see, first a necromancer who drags around undead.

A modified human hulk covered in scars who can handle shadows.

Me, a sycophant who used to leech off corrupt politicians.

And one old soul from another dimension.

Isn’t this a combination that simply can’t be bright no matter what?

—Wait, what did you say?

Hearing my words, Han Seo-hyeon shouted:

“But Boss, you only bought us black clothes because we’re a criminal organization!”

“Hmm, that’s right. Seo-hyeon is not at fault.”

Let’s just say this is all Ray’s fault.

—I’m not even visible in the first place! How on earth am I making your base dark!

‘In that you’re in a mascot position but not cute at all? In that you’re an old fogy?’

Right, I know what our base is lacking. A mascot! There’s a reason the cat appears in The Godfather. Even next to a terrifying villain that everyone fears, you need something cute to neutralize the atmosphere!

—What use is such a furry creature? Don’t you already have several furry creatures?

As Ray said, it’s not like our base is completely without furry creatures. Just that they’re undead that glow red eyes and ooze dark magic.

‘Those don’t count as mascots.’

—I don’t see the difference.

Other villains easily get cute mascots, but I’m stuck with an old soul from another dimension.

Unfortunately, we can’t create a non-existent mascot right away.

—For now, if you just repaint those damn walls you painted all black saying villain bases should be dark, it would be much better than now.

‘That’s not possible.’

Black walls are the foundation of a villain base. I just barely covered the brown bricks with putty and painted them all black, and now you want me to cover that with a different color?

—Damn it, how can you talk about atmosphere like this? Just live in this gloomy place!

Is it because we don’t have a mascot after all?

—I’m telling you the problem is that all the walls are pitch black!

Maybe it’s because we lack lighting.

—What’s the point of adding lighting when all the walls are pitch black!

No, I think the problem is that it’s empty after all.

“I guess I’ll have to make furniture again. It’ll be much better if we fill the inside. Definitely.”

Next time, I’ll make a proper chair for sure. I’ll make a desk too, and a display cabinet. Seeing my worries, Han Seo-hyeon sighed and said:

“Just go to IKEA.”

I deliberately ignored that voice. If I keep trying hard, my skills will improve someday, right?

—From what I see, your handiness is really not good. It’s better to just give up…

‘Giving up is just a unit for counting cabbages.’

I was burning with enthusiasm.

“Wait, Seo-hyeon. I’ll make you a chair to use.”

“I don’t need it…”

A rejection is a rejection.

* * *

It was when I came out to eat lunch after making furniture. When I opened the door, I blinked in surprise.

“W-what is this?”

There was Han Seo-hyeon with a blank expression, sticking a 30cm candle into a pile of snacks stacked high.

“Boss! Today is your birthday! H-happy birthday.”

“Ah.”

Was it already January 20th? Kim Jae-ho standing behind Han Seo-hyeon belatedly set off firecrackers.

With a bang, sparkling paper showered over my head.

“Wooow!”

“Wooow, congratulations.”

At the somewhat awkward congratulations, I also smiled awkwardly. To think they would even remember my birthday.

“By the way, how did you know my birthday when I never mentioned it?”

“Oh, I saw it on the wanted poster.”

Hmm… I see. A wanted poster. The best way to find out someone’s birthday.

“Anyway, thank you.”

I reluctantly accepted the cake (or rather, the pile of snacks Han Seo-hyeon claimed was a cake). I blew out the candle too. It’s a secret that I used mana to blow wind because the emergency candle wouldn’t go out easily.

“I’m sorry it’s just this.”

“No, this is the best birthday I’ve had in a long time.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

—Well, you did say you’re from an orphanage. It makes sense there wouldn’t be anyone to celebrate your birthday.

‘No, even when I was at the orphanage, there was always someone who celebrated my birthday. That Jeong Ho-san guy acted like he would die if he missed my birthday.’

From when I lived at the orphanage, Jeong Ho-san always celebrated my birthday.

Though it wasn’t as fancy as other children’s birthdays, the time I spent alone with Jeong Ho-san wasn’t too bad.

Even without a cake, with just one secretly hidden candy as a birthday gift, I could smile thanks to him.

His very existence, telling me he was glad I was born, was like a birthday gift to me.

—Then?

‘It’s because of Seol Rok-jin.’

He was quite a good master, so he always wanted to celebrate the birthday of his beloved pet.

—I get that the guy is trash, but isn’t he rich trash? If he celebrated your birthday, I would think he’d buy you something expensive. How could that be bad?

‘Ah, of course he gave me money too. But Seol Rok-jin thought such ordinary things were boring. He planned special events for my birthday every time.’

I slowly recalled the memories.

The first birthday party I had with Seol Rok-jin.

Ah, that was really.

The worst.
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I wasn’t in my right mind around this time.

Half the day I justified my life thinking ‘I must live, I can do anything if I live’, but the other half I blamed myself asking ‘Why am I still alive and not dead?’

Like winter coming and nights getting longer, the time I spent tearing myself down also gradually lengthened.

As my birthday approached, the nights grew deeper and darker.

Since meeting Jeong Ho-san at the orphanage, I spent every birthday with that guy. Even after he became a hunter, that didn’t change.

As much as we had no other family to celebrate our birthdays, we always celebrated each other’s birthdays.

There were times when we didn’t have money to buy a cake or gifts and made do with just a snack, but we never skipped celebrating birthdays.

At least on our birthdays once a year, no matter what had happened before, it was our promise to spend it happily.

The birthday I faced after living on stubbornly despite Jeong Ho-san dying because of me.

I had locked myself in the house, refusing even Seol Rok-jin’s orders.

Seol Rok-jin insisted on dragging me out and sat me in front of a birthday table.

Seeing the birthday cake placed in the middle of the large conference room, I laughed hollowly and looked at Seol Rok-jin.

“What is this?”

“It’s your birthday that I cherish. How can I just let it pass like this?”

There’s a limit to making fun of me. I clenched my fists. I wanted to punch that smooth face, but I couldn’t.

Because I was afraid.

Though he was somewhat lenient towards me after that incident, I held myself back knowing Seol Rok-jin would change instantly if I crossed the line.

“I don’t need any celebration.”

But I couldn’t stop those words from coming out. I tried to get up from my seat subtly.

“Sit down.”


But at Seol Rok-jin’s order pushing down on my shoulder, I had no choice but to sit back down. The atmosphere was ominous. What the hell is he planning now? I bit my lip nervously. Seol Rok-jin smiling kindly is a bad omen.

“Everyone, come in.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s order, people in suits started entering the conference room one by one. They all looked as bewildered as I was.

“Now, sit in your places in order.”

There were exactly twenty people sitting around the conference table. I slowly scanned their faces. Most were familiar faces. There were even some who used to click their tongues at me as if I was pathetic. They’ve all been dragged to this ridiculous event.

“Today is the birthday of Kang Yi-sin, whom I love. Everyone, congratulate him!”

At those words, my cheeks flushed. What is he doing? Is he trying to embarrass me?

What kind of birthday party is this, bringing people who dislike me?

The already crumpled faces now all turned into expressions like they’d eaten shit.

But perhaps unable to dare ignore Seol Rok-jin’s words, the people filling the conference room clapped hard and congratulated me on my birthday.

“Woooow.”

There were even cheers. As the applause died down, Seol Rok-jin said with a smiling face:

“Now, shall we sing a song?”

“Are you serious?”

Despite my disgusted reaction, Seol Rok-jin didn’t care.

“Yes, it’s a birthday party after all, there should be a song at least.”

I don’t even want to hear a song sung by those people. As usual, my opinion didn’t matter.

Under Seol Rok-jin’s direction, the world’s worst birthday song began.

“Ha-happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you, ha-happy birthday dear Kang Yi-sin…”

When that not-at-all funny song finally ended, Seol Rok-jin said:


“Well, the congratulations are over. Now it’s time for birthday gifts. Fortunately, only one person among you needs to give our Yi-sin a gift.”

Seol Rok-jin’s hand rested on my shoulder. What is he trying to do? My shoulder stiffened with tension.

“You don’t need to worry about what to give as a gift. I’ll decide for you. As I said, this Kang Yi-sin here is my most cherished friend, right? So we should give the most precious thing as a gift.”

Seol Rok-jin smiled and said:

“The gift to be given for this birthday is, ah yes! Life. No matter how I thought about it, there’s nothing more precious than life.”

At those words, I blinked. So did the people in front of me.

No one understood Seol Rok-jin’s words.

“What do you mean? Life?”

Ignoring my muttering, Seol Rok-jin slowly walked and stood behind the man sitting closest to me.

“Manager Lee. You cursed Yi-sin saying he was a good-for-nothing bastard, right? And what did you say about me, that I have no eye for people? You asked why I keep such a bastard by my side, saying Seol Rok-jin has gone senile?”

At those words, Manager Lee jumped up from his seat. Seol Rok-jin sat him down with one finger. Seol Rok-jin stepped to the side and continued speaking lightly:

“And Director Kim, what did you say? That all he can do is kiss ass. Ah, you also said this. That Kang Yi-sin must have done something for me.”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, the faces of the people sitting in front turned ashen. Seol Rok-jin’s pupils were now dyed yellow.

I realized then that the people sitting in front weren’t not speaking, but unable to speak. Seol Rok-jin was already controlling everyone here.

They couldn’t make any excuses or apologies.

Because Seol Rok-jin wouldn’t allow it.

The common point of the people who came here. They all committed a ‘mistake’. The mistake of badmouthing me, or more precisely, badmouthing Seol Rok-jin who chose me.

I wanted to say it’s ridiculous to make such a fuss over mere gossip, but I simply couldn’t open my mouth in this atmosphere.

Seol Rok-jin calmly recited the gossip people had said. Some were so vulgar they were hard to even say out loud. I wasn’t particularly hurt anew. To be honest, it wasn’t entirely incorrect…

What was shocking was that Kim Pil-jun was among those who had gossiped. He was the one I had grown somewhat close to since coming here. To think he was saying such things behind my back.


Kim Pil-jun’s face turned deathly pale when our eyes met.

After reciting the curses they had supposedly said behind each person’s back, Seol Rok-jin slowly opened his mouth.

“I’m disappointed. Didn’t I clearly tell you to treat Yi-sin here just like you treat me?”

Silence filled the conference room. What’s the point of asking like that after making it so they can’t make any excuses? As I was grumbling internally like that, Seol Rok-jin’s hand touched my shoulder again.

Seol Rok-jin lowered his head and whispered to me:

“Who should I kill for you?”

Only then did it sink in.

The birthday gift Seol Rok-jin had prepared for me was the lives of those people.

I had to choose one person among those sitting there.

As soon as I realized this fact, I bit my lip. I felt like throwing up what I had eaten.

You’re really going to give this kind of thing as a birthday gift?

“I don’t need it.”

“Really?”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, I nodded. My back was already damp with sweat. I don’t like people dying. Really, I hate it. The thought of someone dying by my word was just horrifying.

“You shouldn’t refuse what an adult gives you.”

“It’s really fine. I’m not even that upset.”

At my words, relief flashed across the faces of the people sitting in front of me. Honestly, I don’t like those people either. If I liked people who said such things behind my back, I wouldn’t be a nice person but a pushover, a real pushover. But still. Does it make sense to ask for someone to be killed just for gossiping?

“Can’t you just treat me to something at a department store instead of this?”

I said that with a forced smile.

If I wheedled that I didn’t want this kind of birthday gift, maybe we could get out of here.

“Ah, as expected Yi-sin. You’re just too kind.”

I frowned at those words. Because any words coming from Seol Rok-jin’s mouth didn’t sound like praise.

“We should reward such a kind person. Ah, right. Everyone knows the story of the gold axe and silver axe, right?”

Seol Rok-jin smiled.

His yellow-dyed pupils glowed ominously.

“We should give everything to a good child.”

And at the same time, people opened drawers and took out knives. I didn’t have time to stop them. As soon as they picked up those knives, people started stabbing their own necks.

Blood sprayed everywhere.

“Ugh, uugh…”

I froze at what was happening around me. The clean office instantly began to be dyed red with blood.

All twenty people who were here died.

If only I had chosen one person, this wouldn’t have happened.

No words came out.

In the middle of that chaos, Seol Rok-jin calmly walked to the center and brought over the cake splattered with blood.

Holding out the cream cake stained red with blood to me, Seol Rok-jin smiled brightly.

“Happy Birthday.”

* * *

Ray, who had peeked at my memory, exclaimed in horror:

—C-crazy…

‘It was called a birthday party, but it wasn’t really a place to celebrate my birthday. It was a warning to those who dared to speak against Seol Rok-jin’s decisions.’

Even after that incident, Seol Rok-jin celebrated my birthday every year.

My birthday party turned into a purge day to eliminate people who had displeased Seol Rok-jin over the past year.

Every year, I had to choose the ‘person who should die’ with my own hands. I had no choice because I knew he would kill everyone like that if I didn’t choose.

Someone’s life disappeared at my fingertip.

I always had to suffer from guilt that I had killed someone.

Sweet cake became the food I hated most in the world.

Enough, thinking about the past only makes my head hurt more.

—Why on earth did you decide to follow such a guy? He killed your friend, and he does such things all the time.

‘I’ll tell you about that later.’

Just recalling that birthday party has already pushed my mental strength to its limit today.

Anyway, ‘birthday’ was not a welcome day for me at all.

It had become a day that made me shudder just thinking about it.

But…

I looked at the pile of snacks in front of me. Though they tried their best to decorate it, it still looked like nothing but a pile of stones.

I wonder who they take after to have such disastrous handiwork.

Still, well. I’m glad it’s not cake.

“Thank you.”

Thanks to this, I could smile with sincerity.

“Ah, right! There’s a birthday gift too.”

“A birthday gift?”

“Yes, there should be a birthday gift at a birthday party, right?”

Han Seo-hyeon rummaged behind his back and held out something.

“This is…”

It was a ring made of black bones. It was polished so smoothly that I could see my face reflected in it. But a ring for me?

Han Seo-hyeon, with a reddened face, stammered:

“A necklace is too cumbersome, and earrings require piercing ears. So it’s a ring. It has tracking functions too, because I thought I should know right away if something happens to Boss.”

Listening to this, it wasn’t just an ordinary ring.

After checking the item information window, my jaw dropped.

=====

Black Bone Ring / B-Grade

—–

Accessory · Auxiliary

A ring made directly by a talented necromancer by carving the bones of summons.

Transmits the wearer’s location and status to the creator.

=====

What is this? Isn’t this complete invasion of privacy?

“Make sure to wear it all the time.”

But I can’t say I don’t like it. Black aura swirled behind Han Seo-hyeon.

“Y-yeah. Okay.”

I silently put the ring on my left pinky finger. Anyway, I felt proud thinking he made something like this for me. Is this how parents feel raising children?

At that moment, Kim Jae-ho also raised his hand beside me.

“I prepared something too.”

Kim Jae-ho did? I didn’t expect anything, what did he prepare? Kim Jae-ho, who had disappeared somewhere, came back with his arms full of wood.

“What’s that?”

“You liked this, right?”

Perhaps because he saw me trying hard to make furniture recently. Kim Jae-ho’s prepared gift was well-processed wood.

“There’s more outside. A lot more.”

I burst out laughing at his face saying that as if boasting.

“Puhehe.”

Why does my heart feel so full?

“You guys.”

I roughly messed up Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s hair.

“Ah, what are you doing!”

I felt good.

“Thank you.”

For the first time in a really long time, I was able to spend my birthday happily.

* * *

“Are you still alive?”

Lighting the candles on the cake, Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly.

Since that incident, Jeong Ho-san had been trying to find out where Kang Yi-sin disappeared to, but there was no trace at all.

As if he had completely disappeared from this world, he was gone.

Jeong Ho-san belatedly regretted letting Kang Yi-sin go like that back then. He thought he should have held onto him and heard the detailed circumstances, then he wouldn’t have to worry like this.

Jeong Ho-san still believed in Kang Yi-sin. He believed he wasn’t the type to kill someone and run away, that there must have been circumstances.

People talked about how futile Jeong Ho-san’s belief was, but Jeong Ho-san’s faith never wavered once.

He was just desperately worried and afraid.

Afraid that he might never meet that guy again.

“Happy birthday, Yi-sin.”

Sending out birthday wishes to someone who wasn’t there to hear, Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly.
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“Nam Ju-hyeon!”

At the angry voice of the department head calling her name, Nam Ju-hyeon quickly bowed her head.

“Ju-hyeon, did you cause trouble again?”

At the voice coming from beyond the partition, Nam Ju-hyeon shook her head with a pale face. But it wasn’t the first or second time she had caused trouble.

“I-I’m just going outside for a bit.”

“Nam Ju-hyeon, don’t think about sneaking away and come here right now.”

At the department head’s voice, Nam Ju-hyeon squeezed her eyes shut. Unable to resist the department head’s voice that seemed to see right through her, Nam Ju-hyeon had no choice but to drag herself to the department head’s office.

As soon as Nam Ju-hyeon entered the office, the department head’s nagging poured out.

“Nam Ju-hyeon, what article did I ask you for?”

“A special feature on Weltschmerz…”

“What did you give me?”

At the department head’s words, Nam Ju-hyeon adjusted her thick horn-rimmed glasses and pouted her lips. In place of her silence, the department head continued speaking.

“Who’s behind the Bomnal Orphanage incident?”

“W-well, strictly speaking, that is also an article about Weltschmerz…”

“No, it’s not! There’s not a single thing related to Weltschmerz!”

At the department head’s words, Nam Ju-hyeon cautiously spoke up.

“Don’t you think it’s strange, Department Head? Of course, Weltschmerz did commit the massacre there. But it’s also true that someone was operating that orphanage. Terrible things like human modifications and experiments happened there!”

As if her previous cautious demeanor had all been a lie, Nam Ju-hyeon slammed the desk and stood up, starting to rant like she was at a speech contest.

“The whole country is mesmerized by the Weltschmerz bait, but actually the person who ran the orphanage is the real villain…”

“Enough, enough.”


Those words were cut off by the department head. Nam Ju-hyeon closed her mouth at the department head’s fierce attitude. She had more to say, but it seemed like it wouldn’t end with just a scolding if she spoke carelessly.

“You did this last time too, didn’t you?”

The department head continued with an exasperated expression.

“The Kang Yi-sin case.”

At the department head’s words, Nam Ju-hyeon continued with an excited face.

“Ah, that was strange too. It’s exactly the same as this! Of course, Kang Yi-sin did commit murder, but the real villain is the person who operated the illegal Gate afterwards, right? I’m asking why there’s not a single report about that.”

She always walked with her gaze fixed on the ground and didn’t talk much with others, but at times like this, she was quite the eloquent speaker.

The department head sighed. Nam Ju-hyeon was an excellent reporter. No, she was someone with enough potential to become an excellent reporter.

That’s why it was even more troublesome.

“I told you there’s no need to investigate that case. What I originally assigned you was something else.”

“That’s why I did what you assigned and then investigated this on my day off.”

She gave up her day off to write the article and submitted it, but unfortunately, that article was discarded without even being considered for publication.

“I told you the articles we can publish in print are limited, didn’t I?”

“But on the internet…”

“What’s the point of posting an article that won’t make money and will only cause controversy? In the first place, those Weltschmerz guys left evidence at the scene for people to badmouth them. Everyone wants articles related to Weltschmerz, they don’t want anything else.”

“Is someone blocking the article?”

Even with her timid face, Nam Ju-hyeon said what she had to say. To think she would say such things while rolling her eyes like a small animal watching a predator.

The department head sighed deeply with a headache-stricken expression.

“You can probably guess too.”

The media had been under control for a long time. After the appearance of Gates, the rules of the world were revised several times.


Capital became more important than ever. In a world where if you lack money, you could be driven ‘outside’ and your life could be in danger at any time.

Buying life with money was no longer an exaggeration. As such, the media had long been conquered by capitalists.

Things that stagnate are bound to rot. It was the same where money stagnated. He didn’t mean to criticize all capitalists, but he was disgusted by those who tried to convert people’s lives into money, taking advantage of these chaotic times.

The department head’s nagging poured down on Nam Ju-hyeon’s bowed head.

“You, why are you so dissatisfied when you came in first in the open recruitment? If you just do as you’re told, success is guaranteed.”

The department head clicked his tongue as if frustrated.

“Anyway, go back. Let’s do as we’re told, Ju-hyeon. Okay?”

Nam Ju-hyeon bit her lip as she left the department head’s office. Once again, the article she had worked hard on would be discarded.

As she came out with slumped shoulders, she was greeted by Park Hee-jae, who had joined the company at the same time as her.

“Did you get shot down again today?”

Nam Ju-hyeon nodded at Park Hee-jae’s question and said:

“Hah, I need a smoke.”

“Wow, such a sophisticated expression?”

Among the many professions, she chose to be a reporter because she wanted to dig into the truth.

She entered the best university in Korea, took the journalism exam, and then entered the best newspaper company, thinking she could fulfill her aspirations.

But the reality is like this.

Whether it’s because she hasn’t accumulated enough years of experience yet, or whether this field was rotten from the start. A place that only sparkled from afar now just reeked of stench.

Park Hee-jae saw Nam Ju-hyeon’s rotting expression and nudged her side.

“This won’t do, let’s have a smoke.”

The two sat side by side in the smoking room and lit their cigarettes. Puff, puff. Nam Ju-hyeon exhaled smoke and whispered to Park Hee-jae:


“While digging into Bomnal Orphanage, I caught onto a big fish.”

“What is it?”

Park Hee-jae, who always tried to stop Nam Ju-hyeon but was actually just as curious as her, immediately lent an ear to her words.

“There was someone who regularly donated to that orphanage. It’s one of the members of the National Assembly?”

“Isn’t it not that strange for members of the National Assembly to sponsor orphanages?”

“Maybe. But listen. It’s definitely strange to keep donating to just one place for 15 years, right? Especially when human modifications and experiments broke out there. Moreover, the donations weren’t made openly.”

The assemblyman who always put on a show by bringing along reporters and taking photos whenever he did volunteer work, quietly made donations to that orphanage in particular.

He even used the name of someone he knew to pretend he wasn’t the one doing it.

But Nam Ju-hyeon persistently dug into it and finally found the connection.

“Don’t you think it’s strange no matter how you look at it? Isn’t it okay to see that person as the one behind it?”

“Hey, that’s dangerous?”

Park Hee-jae, who had been listening to Nam Ju-hyeon’s words at first, soon whispered in shock.

“I know. That’s probably why the department head was so shocked and said that. But I feel like this is just the beginning. Not just ending with donations, I think that person might have created and operated that orphanage.”

It’s like her sense of duty as a reporter pricks her conscience to just ignore something strange in front of her eyes.

“It’s not just this case, there are many strange cases. Every time I watch the news, it’s so frustrating. It feels like everyone is looking at the trees, not the forest. The culprits they catch are all just small fry. No one tries to hit the head.”

“Hmm, but that’s not our job, right?”

“What then? Leave it to the incompetent Awakener Crimes Department?”

Nam Ju-hyeon shook her head.

“Park Cheol-wan is a good person, but he’s not someone fit to lead a department. He’s perfect for just keeping his seat, but that’s it.”

“But Do Chae-hee…”

“That person? She’s a field type, not an office type. Who on earth put someone who shines the most in the field in a team leader position in the first place?”

Of course the Awakener Crimes Department is incompetent! Nam Ju-hyeon spat fire. In her eyes, she saw a common point in all these incidents.

“Someone is blocking it. Whether it’s information, investigation, whatever.”

“Hey, that’s a conspiracy theory.”

“If there’s evidence, it’s not a conspiracy. Alright. Let’s find evidence first.”

Seeing Nam Ju-hyeon’s sparkling eyes, Park Hee-jae said:

“Hey, that’s not it.”

“I’m going out for some fieldwork for a bit.”

“What fieldwork! Hey, come back!”

Park Hee-jae shouted belatedly like that, but it was too late to catch Nam Ju-hyeon who had already run off like an excited puppy.

* * *

“Hic, huuung.”

Nam Ju-hyeon shed tears drop by drop.

How did things end up like this?

She was in the middle of finding someone who was said to be related to Bomnal Orphanage for an interview, and based on that interview, she was digging up information related to the specific assemblyman. In the meantime, she contacted someone who claimed to be a former aide to that assemblyman and heard some pretty good information.

Just when she thought she just needed to break this news, someone hit her on the head. She lost consciousness at that moment, and when she opened her eyes, she was in this state.

Her wrists and ankles were tied with stiff ropes and her mouth was gagged. Nam Ju-hyeon, trapped in the middle of a damp, humid warehouse that smelled of blood, shed tears continuously.

Am I going to die here? Without even properly uncovering the truth? Just getting erased in the middle like this!

If I had known this would happen, I should have been more careful.

I should have cherished others’ advice instead of treating it carelessly.

Mom, I miss you.

As she was crying and shedding tears like that, it happened.

“Aaaagh!”

Someone’s scream was heard nearby. Nam Ju-hyeon trembled at the commotion heard from outside. The sound of something breaking and shattering was also heard. Nam Ju-hyeon closed her eyes tightly and trembled at the ominous sounds coming from all directions.

What on earth is happening?

“This is why you shouldn’t have been poking around everywhere.”

At the voice heard from behind, Nam Ju-hyeon screamed.

“Uuungh!”

Because of the gag, it sounded exactly like a pig squealing. Nam Ju-hyeon raised her eyes, swollen from crying. Due to the backlight, she couldn’t see the man’s face properly. Nam Ju-hyeon twisted her body at the shadow cast in front of her eyes.

“Uuungh!”

She wanted to run away from the man behind her, but her tied-up body wouldn’t move properly.

Perhaps finding her wriggling like a caterpillar funny, the man let out a low laugh.

“Uuuhuuung!”

Nam Ju-hyeon crawled on the floor and pleaded. Please save me, I really don’t want to die here?

But all that came out of her mouth were cries that couldn’t be called words.

At that moment, moonlight seeped through the bars. Nam Ju-hyeon’s eyes widened. The man’s face hidden in the shadows was revealed. Though she couldn’t see properly because of her dirty glasses, she could see the man’s blurry face beyond the glasses.

No, wait.

The moment she saw the smiling face mask, Nam Ju-hyeon was shocked.

“Bltzmrtz!”

Weltschmerz?! Nam Ju-hyeon, who shouted that one word, fainted right there.

* * *

I clicked my tongue looking at the fainted Nam Ju-hyeon.

“So weak-hearted.”

Then a bright voice unsuited to the situation was heard from behind.

“Boss! I’ve cleaned up everything outside!”

“Oh, alright. What about Jae-ho?”

“Jae-ho hyung is gathering the corpses in one place now. Ah! Can I take a few of them?”

Looking at Han Seo-hyeon smiling shyly, I nodded.

—I feel the humanity inside me drying up.

‘He’s a necromancer. And they’re all bad guys anyway.’

What does it matter what happens to the corpses of bad guys?

Ahem, after clearing my throat internally, I turned my gaze to Nam Ju-hyeon.

Tsk, how did things get so tangled up like this?
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One week before Nam Ju-hyeon’s kidnapping.

Noticing that Seol Rok-jin’s actions had sped up compared to before, I handed Han Seo-hyeon a list of people to watch.

“You want me to keep an eye on these people?”

“Yes.”

While monitoring Yoo Seon-je, I thought I’d attach eyes and ears to other people if possible.

Even if we can’t save everyone, it would be a pity if they got swept away by something trivial.

Coincidentally, the number of Rat Kids that Han Seo-hyeon could control had increased a lot, so I thought we could spare some to attach to them.

Of course, there was one condition for this surveillance.

“Only if you’re not too tired.”

It would be a problem if Han Seo-hyeon got exhausted from monitoring those guys.

“Just attaching rats isn’t too burdensome, but the signal will be cut off if the targets go too far or enter a Gate.”

“That’s enough.”

Among them, there were quite a few ordinary people who weren’t hunters.

Even using Lee Hye-won this time was like that. In the past, Seol Rok-jin chose Baek Do-san, but now that he can’t eat in the dark, it seems he’s betting on destroying Sirius.

If he messes with Sirius, other large guilds will naturally move too.

Fortunately, we prevented Sirius from collapsing, but the future has changed. If another incident occurs, even Sirius will have a hard time enduring.

We have no choice but to trust Yoo Seon-je and that woman Jin Yeon-hwa.

I know many things, but the future has already changed.

To begin with, I’m not a great strategist or anything. All I could do was flatter, so it’s difficult to save the world in one go.

It’s the same even now that I’ve gained several miscellaneous abilities.


—Can’t we just slash all the bad guys and start from there? With Kim Jae-ho, that guy, it seems like we could manage somehow.

I shook my head at Ray’s words.

It’s not that I haven’t thought about that. But there are several reasons why I haven’t done so.

‘First, the problem is that we can’t deal with Seol Rok-jin through assassination.’

Seol Rok-jin is a representative of the anti-awakener faction. Even without me, he’s actually received several assassination attempts. Some of them were self-staged, but a few were quite dangerous.

After that incident, Seol Rok-jin made various preparations.

‘Bodyguards are always stationed around Seol Rok-jin. As we saw last time, those bodyguards would easily throw away their lives for Seol Rok-jin.’

There’s no need to explain how terrifying humans who disregard their lives and charge in are. The problem is that Seol Rok-jin is a brainwashing ability user. What if he evades the encirclement and blends into the crowd?

We absolutely cannot catch Seol Rok-jin.

Unless we’re willing to accept massive casualties and detonate a nuclear bomb…

‘But if we detonate a nuclear bomb in the middle of Seoul, Korea would be ruined before the destruction.’

Moreover, knowing that guy, he’d probably have prepared a way to survive even in that situation.

Anyway, for the above reasons, an assassination operation against Seol Rok-jin is impossible.

But what if we just cut off Seol Rok-jin’s subordinates while leaving him alive?

Compared to Seol Rok-jin, who is an awakener himself and always prepared, the security awareness of the higher-ups in this country is worse than that of elementary school students.

I was confident I could cook those guys in 3 minutes like retort food if I took Jae-ho and Seo-hyeon right now.

But the aftermath is the problem.

‘Awakeners assassinated members of the National Assembly. The public authority of Korea collapsing by lawless individuals, is this okay? That’s the headline we’d see the next day.’

Seol Rok-jin is the incarnation of propaganda.

It took only eight years for Korea, which was favorable to awakeners, to put a leash on mental awakeners. The situation has deteriorated to this extent just eight years after Seol Rok-jin entered politics.


Assassinating members of the National Assembly in this situation? When I’m the only one who knows they’re rotten to the core?

‘It’s like handing Seol Rok-jin a knife to dance with.’

Even without doing such a thing, within five years, 40% of Korea’s hunters will emigrate elsewhere to escape discrimination and oppression. After the hunters leave, large guilds will gradually leave Korea too.

Wouldn’t Korea be in danger if hunters disappear like this?

That’s why Seol Rok-jin targeted the academies.

He cut funding for all academies except Babel Academy and increased taxes related to hunters, making it necessary to take out huge loans to attend hunter academies.

They’re making even minors take out student loans in the name of education. Moreover, these loans, despite being called student loans, are high-interest. They say they need to receive a lot as a ‘risk premium’ because accidents caused by awakeners are big. I don’t remember exactly what it was, but it was roughly for such reasons.

To get a loan with a normal interest rate, you had to sign a document saying you would become a civil servant for 6-7 years after graduation.

But awakeners can’t go to regular schools either.

They have to either take out high-interest student loans reluctantly or become slaves to the country.

Emigration is a choice only for those with ability, but as minors, they only have those two choices.

‘In a few years, Korea will become a country where being born as an awakener is a crime.’

It’s not for nothing that Seoul ended up like that as soon as the Gate Break phenomenon occurred.

Assassinating members of the National Assembly will only hasten that time.

—So you’re just going to leave those guys alone?

‘Well, there are a few methods, but…’

—What are they?

‘They’re all difficult to implement right away.’

The best approach is a frontal one. Expose all the crimes those guys committed to everyone, and impose lawful punishment. For Weltschmerz, which has already been branded as villains, it’s impossible to even start.

Even if I point at those guys and say ‘They’re all criminals!’, people won’t believe me and will arrest me instead.


Hmm, so that option is on hold.

‘There’s a lot to do besides that anyway.’

It’s about time to start developing Jae-ho’s talent that I’ve neglected so far. Although I haven’t taught him, he’s figured out how to blend with shadows on his own and often hides in them, but it’s still not enough to use in actual combat.

I should visit the Top once too. We can’t leave that escape ability user like that forever. If we can extract him, we might be able to prevent some of the terror attacks the Top committed in the past.

They’re probably furious now for failing to kill Yoo Seon-je, so it would be better to approach after some time. The moment we divert that escape ability user, we’ll be crossing a river of no return with the Top, so we need to move cautiously.

Hmm, this isn’t something we can handle quickly either.

Ah, we also need to dispose of the things we took from the Ice Palace. We gave up the artifact obtained from catching the boss monster, that woman, to Yoo Seon-je (Han Seo-hyeon foamed at the mouth, but it was right for Sirius to take it), but we took various items from the Ice Palace.

I especially took a lot of books. There won’t be many people who can interpret them, but they’ll sell for a high price to researchers. If they’re lucky, they might even gain talents like me.

I should also look at the artifact we took from Park Sang-pyeon. I still have no idea how to subdue the demonic energy, but I need to make a proper weapon for Jae-ho too.

Unlike Han Seo-hyeon, I don’t know Kim Jae-ho’s birthday, but I want to give it to him roughly to celebrate the 1-year anniversary of meeting Jae-ho.

—Is this the time to make such cute plans? The world is about to be destroyed.

Right, this world will be destroyed. In about 10 years, no, 9 years, a Gate that will drive this world to destruction will open.

I’m the only one in this world who knows about that destruction, and can act to prevent it.

But I can’t stop that destruction right away.

I can’t get rid of Seol Rok-jin, or get rid of all the evildoers eating away at this world. I can’t save those I abandoned in the past.

‘Such cute plans are all I can do right now.’

When a wave that will sweep me away comes in, what I need to do is not look at that wave, but strengthen my legs and leave that place.

So for now, rather than worrying about the destruction that hasn’t come yet, I plan to do what I can do right now.

‘That’s making chairs.’

—What?

‘This base needs chairs, doesn’t it?’

Ray, who had been quietly listening to my words, said:

—Just buy some…

* * *

It was when I had just made a chair that could withstand my weight for about 10 seconds.

Han Seo-hyeon, who burst into the workshop, said to me:

“That reporter!”

“Huh?”

“The person you told me to watch! She was being dragged away by some people!”

He says Nam Ju-hyeon was kidnapped.

At first, that was all the news I heard. I heard the detailed story of why Nam Ju-hyeon was kidnapped on the way. Since the people around Nam Ju-hyeon were quite loose-lipped, it didn’t take long for Han Seo-hyeon to gather information.

I looked at Nam Ju-hyeon, who was unconscious in front of me, with my chin propped up.

“What are you going to do now?”

Han Seo-hyeon, who had approached my side at some point, asked while pointing at Nam Ju-hyeon.

“Hmm.”

I considered a few things on the way, but that direction seems better after all.

—That direction?

‘Nam Ju-hyeon is someone we should maintain contact with for a long time.’

That’s why I approached wearing Weltschmerz’s mask.

It would be good to have a speaker to represent our side too, though not as much as Seol Rok-jin who controls all public broadcasts and other media.

“First, let’s move her to a safe place.”

At my eye signal, Kim Jae-ho slung Nam Ju-hyeon, whose hands and feet were tied, over his shoulder. Anyone who sees this would think we’re kidnapping this person, but this is clearly a rescue.

—Then why are her hands and feet tied?

‘Because we can’t let her escape.’

It would be troublesome if she ran away before we could have a proper conversation.

It was Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s people who targeted Nam Ju-hyeon’s life.

Kim Seong-deuk, who belongs to the opposition party like Seol Rok-jin, was an evil of evils who was reaching out to various illegal businesses backed by the ruling party’s power.

To think a rookie reporter would mess with that Kim Seong-deuk. Nam Ju-hyeon really had bad luck. After arriving at a quiet mountain valley, I moved the earth to create a temporary cave.

Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon agreed to stand by nearby. It’s enough for me alone to reveal myself to Nam Ju-hyeon.

How much time had passed?

“Ugh.”

Nam Ju-hyeon slowly opened her eyes.

“Uh, uuhugh! Uh, uah.”

Nam Ju-hyeon panted with a pale face when our eyes met. Before I could open my mouth, Nam Ju-hyeon shed tears drop by drop and said:

“Please spare me, hic, hic, hic. If I had known it was your business, I would never have touched it…”

I wonder what misunderstanding she has. Sighing internally, I crouched in front of Nam Ju-hyeon. Hmm, how should I start the conversation? Since we’re a villain group, maybe a somewhat forceful attitude would be better.

“Hey.”

“Uuhugh!”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon fell backwards. The plan to act forcefully needs some modification. It seems like dialogue won’t work at all with that timid person if I do that.

I showed my palm and opened my mouth in a rather kind tone:

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of harming you.”

“Huh? Huuuh?”

Nam Ju-hyeon said with a surprised face. Her gaze turned to her tied limbs. Ahem, I couldn’t untie those because she might run away! But I didn’t harm her! I even removed her gag.

I felt righteous. I quickly continued speaking.

“The person you messed with was dangerous. Why on earth did you investigate him?”

“Hic, I knew but…”

Nam Ju-hyeon, who was sobbing like that, continued:

“But if I pretend not to know, if I pretend not to see, the truth will just be buried. I became a reporter to reveal the truth, so I shouldn’t do that as a reporter, right?”

At those words, I blinked.

Nam Ju-hyeon was a shining person. Unlike me who threw everything away to survive, Nam Ju-hyeon never broke this belief until the moment of death.

I hope this person’s beliefs don’t break in this life at least.

“I like you as expected.”

At my voice, Nam Ju-hyeon flinched.

“Uh, in what sense do you like, uh.”

Cold sweat streamed down Nam Ju-hyeon’s face. She’s really such a timid person that it’s hard to believe she did such a thing. It’s like looking at a scared hamster or squirrel.

“Well, your intention was good, but it was dangerous. You almost died, you know?”

“Hic, yes.”

“This method won’t work in the future.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon’s eyes widened.

“Do you still want to know the truth? Even if it means you can never return to the world you knew?”

Nam Ju-hyeon swallowed hard at my question and nodded.

“Yes.”
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After conquering Serena’s Ice Palace, Sirius kept a low profile. Perhaps because the damage Sirius suffered was too great to call it a successful conquest. Without even announcing what spoils they had obtained, Sirius quietly laid low.

Saying they would announce information about the Ice Palace later in print, Sirius spent time quietly without the huge events that usually followed conquests.

No matter how much reporters dug, they didn’t release any information.

But even for Sirius, who had been curled up like that, there came an event they couldn’t avoid.

The charity exchange meeting held by the Awakener Association. At this New Year’s party to welcome the new year, all the hunters who were said to be flying high in Korea gathered.

Sirius also sent a few hunters. Since they had been so quiet after conquering Serena’s Ice Palace, attention focused on them at once.

Among them, people’s attention especially focused on Yoo Seon-je. But no one easily approached Yoo Seon-je. After all, Yoo Seon-je was more famous for his temper than his abilities.

“Hello.”

Jeong Ho-san approached Yoo Seon-je, who was standing against the wall.

Though they weren’t close friends at the academy, Jeong Ho-san wasn’t cold-hearted enough to pretend not to know after hearing he nearly died.

“I heard you had a hard time. I’m glad you survived.”

He had no intention of digging for information from Yoo Seon-je like others. He was just going to greet him briefly and leave.

“Well, take care.”

“You were friends with Kang Yi-sin, weren’t you?”

Jeong Ho-san turned his head at Yoo Seon-je’s words.

“What?”

“Right, I remember. You were famous for always defending that guy. You said you were friends since childhood, right?”

What is this guy suddenly talking about? Surely he’s not trying to provoke him because Kang Yi-sin is wanted as a murder suspect? Jeong Ho-san’s face instantly turned fierce.

“I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but…”

“I met your friend.”


At those words, Jeong Ho-san faltered. Jeong Ho-san approached Yoo Seon-je and asked sharply:

“What do you mean? You met Yi-sin? When? Where?”

Yoo Seon-je smirked and said:

“Shall we go somewhere quiet and talk?”

Jeong Ho-san quietly followed Yoo Seon-je.

“Tell me straight. When and where exactly did you meet Yi-sin?”

“Well, where did I meet him?”

At that ambiguous answer, Jeong Ho-san clenched his fist.

“If you’re thinking of joking around, you’d better stop.”

Kang Yi-sin was Jeong Ho-san’s sore spot. Even for the good-natured Jeong Ho-san, there was a line that shouldn’t be crossed.

Yoo Seon-je still looked at Jeong Ho-san with an unreadable face.

“Really, you met him?”

“Yes. I met him recently.”

“Then tell me. Where is he?”

“Why?”

“How can you ask that! I need to find him and bring him back. Do you know what situation Yi-sin is in right now? He’s being publicly wanted as a murder suspect.”

At those words, Yoo Seon-je tilted his head slightly.

“He’s not as weak as you think. He doesn’t need anyone’s help. He didn’t hide out of fear in the first place.”

The Kang Yi-sin that Yoo Seon-je saw had some kind of goal. He was just hiding for his goal, not looking like a loser who hid out of fear of being wanted.

“The fact that he didn’t come to you means you’re not needed for his plan.”


“Ha, then what about you? Are you saying he met you because he needed you for his plan?”

At those words, Yoo Seon-je twisted the corners of his mouth and said:

“Yes.”

Enough to throw himself to save me.

* * *

“Achoo!”

Suddenly my nose itched like crazy. Nam Ju-hyeon screamed in surprise at my sneeze.

“Ah, sorry, sorry. Please continue.”

All I knew was that Nam Ju-hyeon ended up here while digging into the Bomnal Orphanage incident. I hadn’t heard exactly what happened. So I was planning to listen carefully from now on.

“A-at first, I started digging into the Kang Yi-sin case.”

I frowned at my name suddenly coming up.

“Why that case? It doesn’t seem like much.”

“Well! It’s strange no matter how you look at it. It’s true that he committed murder in an illegal Gate, but he released the people who were there, right? Aren’t the really bad guys the ones who were operating such illegal Gates?”

At those words, I blinked.

Well… that’s true.

“Besides, there’s no way there’s only one such illegal Gate. But no one investigated that. The media just started another awakener witch hunt, calling it a crime among awakeners. But it’s strange. In that kind of business, there are many more cases where non-awakeners are involved than awakeners.”

As Nam Ju-hyeon said, it was often non-awakeners who operated illegal Gate mining. Especially in Korea, those with that level of capital and power were often non-awakeners.

If they were high-ranking awakeners themselves, they’d be more likely to conquer high-rank Gates or deal with monster byproducts rather than trying to make money like that.

“Originally, I was going to dig more into that side. But the problem is that illegal Gate has already disappeared. Swoosh! Along with the evidence that was inside. And you know what? That person named Im Hyeon-su who had been recruiting people for that Gate also mysteriously died in prison?”

Nam Ju-hyeon’s voice lowered. It seemed Nam Ju-hyeon had been digging into all this alone all this time.


“That’s when it clicked. Kang Yi-sin was just bait. The culprit of the Han Jo-hee murder case that happened afterwards might not be Kang Yi-sin either. When I thought about it, it was strange. That he would kill someone he had just saved. Everyone was fooled by the sensational message.”

—Well, at least there’s someone who knows your innocence.

Nam Ju-hyeon continued speaking passionately, forgetting even her fear of me.

“So although I couldn’t dig deeper into that case, when I looked into it, I found another case that was buried by the media in this way. The Bomnal Orphanage incident.”

“Ha.”

Lucky or unlucky. Nam Ju-hyeon had linked the two cases exactly.

“While the illegal Gate had a strong one-time nature so I couldn’t find more evidence, the orphanage had been operating in that place for quite a long time. At least 15 years? So I could find information.”

So that’s how you found out about Kim Seong-deuk.

Now I understand.

The reason Nam Ju-hyeon became noticeable much earlier than in the past is because of me.

Due to what I did, the illegal Gate incident and the Bomnal Orphanage incident were revealed, and Nam Ju-hyeon with her special intuition digging into it became a problem.

“Bomnal Orphanage was operated with donations. And those donations came from someone associated with Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk. That person claimed he donated to other places besides Bomnal Orphanage, but unlike other places where he only made one-time showoff donations, he donated to Bomnal Orphanage for 15 years.”

“So you followed Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s trail?”

Nam Ju-hyeon nodded at my question.

“No wonder they tried to kill you.”

Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale at my words.

In the past, Nam Ju-hyeon was the person who came closest to Seol Rok-jin’s secret. While being an ordinary person who couldn’t even awaken.

It’s clumsy now, but later with that animal-like intuition, she digs up even the secrets that Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin has hidden tightly.

The problem is that Nam Ju-hyeon doesn’t have the ability to protect herself.

In the past, she eventually caught Seol Rok-jin’s eye and died.

“T-then why did you intervene in this matter? W-why did you save me?”

I widened my eyes at Nam Ju-hyeon’s question.

“Where did the ch-children taken from the orphanage go!”

“That’s none of your business.”

Though it’s admirable that she’s trying to continue the interview even in this situation, I drew the line.

“You said you’d tell me the truth.”

“Yes, only about Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk. Don’t think about digging into me.”

I said to Nam Ju-hyeon:

“The reason I’m cooperating with you is because I also dislike Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk. So don’t cross the line.”

As I slightly revealed my killing intent, Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale again.

She’s so timid yet jumps into things that could cost her life without hesitation, she was a strange woman in many ways.

I decided to tell Nam Ju-hyeon some of the ‘truths’ I had kept bottled up.

“You know that healing-type awakeners are rare, right?”

“Y-yes.”

“And that’s why they use potions.”

Potions that instantly heal external wounds are not exclusive to hunters. Of course, since it uses mana, it can’t be used carelessly by ordinary people, but few would refuse a medicine that can instantly heal wounds that would normally take months to recover from if used in appropriate amounts.

“As you thought, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk operated that orphanage. The purpose of that orphanage was to create awakeners. To artificially create awakeners and human weapons, they continued various experiments. And they needed medical knowledge and equipment to conduct those experiments.”

I shrugged and added:

“And I think you know very well what company Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk came from.”

“Hy-Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals?”

I nodded.

Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals was Korea’s number one pharmaceutical company. Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s son is the chairman there. Although his son holds the chairman position, the real power is practically Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s.

“They’re the originators of human experimentation. Bomnal Orphanage is like a slightly harder version of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals. It means Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals itself was a place that experimented on people from the start.”

“What?”

“Didn’t you ever think Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals’ healing medicine was ‘too’ perfect when it first came out?”

While healing medicines made in foreign countries often had side effect issues, there were few such problems with the potions made by Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals.

“No way…”

“It’s all thanks to human experimentation.”

The crimes committed by Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals are not just human experimentation.

The environment for making potions is toxic.

Sometimes they use materials from other dimensions, so they had to put awakeners into the manufacturing process, but most of the people working at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals were ordinary people.

It’s perfect for being ground down by mana addiction. Just as many people died of cancer in semiconductor companies in the past, many people lost their lives here to a new disease called mana addiction.

“There’s only one reason this news didn’t leak outside. The people who went into that work couldn’t come out.”

Trafficking and human experimentation were already taking place at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals. On a scale incomparable to Bomnal Orphanage.

“Bomnal Orphanage is laughable compared to Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals. In fact, it was created for Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s wish to become an awakener. It was operated almost as a hobby.”

“Y-you knew all this?”

“Yes.”

I’ve known since I opened my eyes to this world again.

“Why did you stay quiet when you knew?”

“So what if I know? Are you saying I should have committed terrorism?”

Nothing can be changed through terrorism. Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals officials would just come out and play the victim.

“Nothing would have changed no matter what I did. The security would just become stricter.”

Nam Ju-hyeon listened to my words with a hardened face. A face that couldn’t believe such things were happening in 21st century Korea.

People often misunderstand.

The expectation that human nature has improved as much as civilization has advanced. But regardless of the speed of civilization’s development, humans as a species are still primitive.

Such things are still happening in this world.

“But if we let people know about this…”

“We’ll end up like you.”

Most media companies are all entangled with the opposition party, or even if not the opposition party, with high-ranking officials.

There’s no way they could break such news. Even if a reporter writes an article and submits it, it gets blocked from above. If you break it individually, it’ll be deleted immediately. No, before that, you’ll disappear knowingly or unknowingly while digging into this.

Even in the off chance that the article breaks and somehow gets through to the public, they’ll clear away all evidence before an actual investigation comes.

In the end, it’ll just end up as a conspiracy theory floating around the internet.

“Th-then what should we do?”

“I don’t know, not my problem.”

Handling the media isn’t my area of expertise.

“You have to think of the answer. Think about how you can break this case well.”

Well, even though I say this, it’ll be difficult right away. Just as I was about to open my mouth.

Nam Ju-hyeon’s eyes flashed and she exclaimed:

“O-okay! First, could you give me a laptop?”
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As Nam Ju-hyeon requested, I brought a laptop and tossed it to her. Nam Ju-hyeon, with her dry hair tied up high, immediately opened a document.

While furiously typing on the keyboard, Nam Ju-hyeon said:

“I roughly have an idea of what to do.”

“How?”

“We just need to make people inevitably interested in this matter.”

Nam Ju-hyeon posted articles incessantly. Is she planning to just shout on the internet that Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals are bad guys? It doesn’t seem like such methods will accomplish anything.

At first, the posts Nam Ju-hyeon uploaded received no attention.

Even with her unique writing skills, the content was unimpressive to begin with.

Part-time job reviews at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, or confessions of former employees. Though she used sensational titles, the posts lacked important substance.

She wrote that Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals were bad guys, but didn’t write how bad they were, so it was barely worth treating as a conspiracy theory that had been floating around until now.

People ignored those posts too. At first, it was just groundless questions. But as time passed, those questions gradually began to gain substance.

Nam Ju-hyeon was quick. She was a genius at multitasking and could upload dozens of posts simultaneously with just one laptop.

Sometimes as a college student in her early 20s, sometimes as a housewife in her late 40s, and sometimes as a professor in his 60s, Nam Ju-hyeon spread dozens of posts.

She called it groundwork for the future.

Meanwhile, I went back and forth between Nam Ju-hyeon and our main base, ferrying necessary items.

“What on earth are you doing with that reporter?”

“I don’t know either, not yet.”

I answered Han Seo-hyeon’s grumbling like that. Even when I asked Nam Ju-hyeon what exactly she was doing, she didn’t give a clear answer.

She said she’d show through actions rather than words.

“Isn’t she sending an SOS signal somewhere?”


“Aren’t you still monitoring her?”

“That’s true, but she could somehow contact the outside while evading my surveillance!”

Han Seo-hyeon still seems to not trust Nam Ju-hyeon at all. Well, Han Seo-hyeon has always been particularly shy with strangers.

Our kid is so nice but shy with strangers… Doesn’t that description fit Han Seo-hyeon perfectly?

“Don’t worry. She knows she’s a dead person if she goes outside.”

“Hmm.”

Even if she escapes from us, there are people targeting her life outside. Those who missed Nam Ju-hyeon right in front of them must be all worked up now. They must have seen the warning I left too, so I wonder if they’re trembling.

They didn’t even report the incident, probably wanting to quietly bury this matter.

Anyway, I spent several days going back and forth between the two groups.

Contrary to our worries, Nam Ju-hyeon just clung to her laptop and made no attempt to leave this place. She did often ask for errands like buying coffee or Dojima rolls.

Perhaps those efforts over several days bore fruit.

The seeds Nam Ju-hyeon sowed began to sprout.

「Seeing the HM Pharmaceuticals story that was posted a few days ago reminded me. I had a friend who entered HM Pharmaceuticals and they said there were definitely a lot of strange internal rules in the company」

「HM Pharmaceuticals is definitely strange」

「So what exactly is the problem with HM Pharmaceuticals? Everyone just says there’s a problem but no one explains clearly what it is」

「Are there really idiots who believe such conspiracy theories?」

「Isn’t it natural for a pharmaceutical company to control information? What if industrial spies come in? You all should wash your feet and go to sleep instead of talking nonsense」

But this is all. After all, it’s just talk without any proper evidence. At best, creating controversy like this is the limit.

“Do you really think this will be of any use?”

“Yes.”


Nam Ju-hyeon, who said that, continued speaking with her gaze still fixed on the laptop.

“You’re right. That nothing can be changed by my will alone. The media and capital have been tied together for a long time, so no matter what article I write, it won’t go up.”

Nam Ju-hyeon quickly grasped her situation. As if it was a lie that she had acted like an ignorant child just a few days ago, she spoke with quite a serious face.

“But these people are different. You can’t brainwash all these people. If I can just make these people my allies, even those guys won’t be able to act recklessly.”

Hmm, you can’t brainwash all the people. That sentence resonated quite a bit with me, who has special thoughts about the word ‘brainwash’.

Nam Ju-hyeon continued speaking.

“Capitalists often misunderstand. They think that because they can easily eliminate one person in front of them, they can do the same with the public. Because they easily dominated one person in front of them, they think they can do the same with the rest of the people. But the public is different. Capitalists should fear the public.”

After saying that, Nam Ju-hyeon quickly released the information she had collected and the information I had given her.

“What I’m doing is throwing a stone into the lake in front of those masses. Desperately hoping they’ll see the ripples spreading in the lake.”

Confidential information that only Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals insiders could know, the dirty parts they had kept hidden, began to spread across the internet world.

The sprout Nam Ju-hyeon had germinated formed a flower bud. Just as that flower was about to bloom, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s people moved.

The information she had uploaded was deleted not long after. Quite a lot of people saw the information Nam Ju-hyeon uploaded, but that information was soon controlled.

The numerous SNS accounts Nam Ju-hyeon had used were all suspended, and the pages she had uploaded soon became inaccessible.

「Gasp, all the images I just saw were deleted; Is this real?」

「Isn’t it because it’s not real that it was deleted so quickly?」

「The information seemed too real for that; The photos uploaded earlier were exactly the same as HM Pharmaceuticals’ internal facilities shown in other media before;」

「What is it? I didn’t see anything」

「Scary;; Is there really a problem with HM Pharmaceuticals?」

「HM Pharmaceuticals has a problem?」

It’s certainly better than earlier when it couldn’t even become a conspiracy theory, but at this rate. The result is the same.


“The public doesn’t move recklessly.”

It’s not like I haven’t tried methods like this before. As countless stories flow on the internet, they cool down instantly. We can’t even blame it on mob mentality. Isn’t it natural for a paper boat that hasn’t even properly anchored to be swept away by strong currents?

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon said:

“That’s why we need a proper wedge.”

If the stones Nam Ju-hyeon throws create thousands and tens of thousands of ripples, we needed someone to turn these ripples into waves.

“We need Inspector Do Chae-hee.”

At those words from Nam Ju-hyeon, I frowned.

“You need Do Chae-hee?”

At my lukewarm reaction, Nam Ju-hyeon quickly continued:

“Yes, ah! Of course, I understand why you’re wary of that person. Uh, she’s a complete hardliner, right? Her motto is never compromising with criminals.”

Nam Ju-hyeon watched my reaction. It was an extremely dangerous thing to say that we need Do Chae-hee from the Awakener Crimes Department in front of Weltschmerz, who are quite vicious criminals.

—Should we say she has no sense of fear?

I opened my mouth while sighing internally.

“I don’t care who you bring in if it’s necessary. But I need to hear why that person is needed.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon swallowed hard and continued:

“While investigating Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk this time, I thought. To hide such corruption, other sides must be connected too. The prosecutors, the police, even the Awakener Crimes Department. Everyone must have pretended not to know about this.”

I blinked at Nam Ju-hyeon’s sharp interpretation. Nam Ju-hyeon probably can’t read my expression hidden behind the mask, but honestly, I’m quite surprised right now.

Should I say it’s insight worthy of the person who first noticed Seol Rok-jin’s abnormality? Well, thinking about it, it’s a natural thing.

“Among them, the one evaluated as the most incompetent is the Awakener Crimes Department. Partly because the department itself was recently established, but even before that, the Awakener Crimes team was incompetence itself. The current head of the Awakener Crimes Department, Director Park Cheol-wan, is someone who doesn’t even try to escape that incompetence. In fact, I think that’s why someone like Park Cheol-wan became the director.”

After saying that, Nam Ju-hyeon continued.

The Awakener Crimes Department has only three teams. The number of people in each team is between five and ten. Though it was elevated to an Awakener Crimes ‘Department’, in reality it’s not even big enough to be called a department.

The official reason for such a small number of personnel is that they can’t recruit.

Certainly, people who want to become civil servants after becoming awakeners are rare, but the benefits of being a civil servant aren’t too bad either. Yet the fact that they continue to be understaffed clearly shows someone’s intention.

“An outsider can’t do anything about internal rot. But team leader Do Chae-hee is different. As befits her nickname ‘mad dog’, she has no backing.”

After saying that, Nam Ju-hyeon listed Do Chae-hee’s shortcomings to me. Her vision is narrow, she’s prone to sudden outbursts, and she has absolutely no compromise with villains.

She often disregards the presumption of innocence and unconditionally attacks anyone she thinks is a villain.

But that’s why we need her, she says.

“If the Awakener Crimes Department doesn’t stand properly, we can’t break this triangle of corruption. And the only person who can break that corruption is team leader Do Chae-hee.”

“So you’ll draw her into this matter?”

“Yes. It would be good to make her an ally with this incident. She can dig into the inside and I’ll dig into the outside. If we do that, don’t you think we can properly hit those guys from behind someday?”

Cooperation with Do Chae-hee. As someone who’s already been marked as a villain by Do Chae-hee, it’s a method I absolutely can’t use. Hmm. Thinking about it, it doesn’t seem too bad.

But there was a point to be cautious about.

“If you’re going to approach that person, you absolutely can’t let her find out you’re associated with me.”

Because Do Chae-hee is the type who has no forgiveness for villains. I’m already marked as the worst of villains by her, so if she finds out Nam Ju-hyeon is cooperating with me, she’ll lock up Nam Ju-hyeon too.

“Th-that! I’ll have to somehow deceive her well.”

Can I really trust this person?

“Do you have a plan?”

“Huh?”

“You said you want to draw that person in. I’m asking if you’ve thought about what you’ll do after drawing her in.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon nodded and revealed her plan to me.

After quietly listening to that plan, I said to Nam Ju-hyeon:

“That’s not enough.”

Her plan was too naive. It’s good to believe in people’s power. But we shouldn’t underestimate the power of evil.

So I modified the plan. To a version with a slightly more fiery climax.

Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale after hearing my plan.

“T-to that extent?”

I nodded. At my calm nod, Nam Ju-hyeon kept swallowing nervously with a tense face.

“Of course, if things go well and your plan succeeds, there’ll be no need for me to step in.”

Honestly, I didn’t really want to step in either.

Not because it’s troublesome, but because I wanted to see such a naive plan succeed at least once.

Anyway, it’s Do Chae-hee.

If we’re going to draw her in, Nam Ju-hyeon will need a proper partner too.

“There’s somewhere we need to go first.”
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“What do you mean by a place we need to go?”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon stepped back with a terrified face. Even after seeing me for several days, she’s still this scared? That’s impressive in its own way.

“I can’t just send you alone to that person.”

Nam Ju-hyeon is a non-awakener. Having been stuck at a desk her whole life, her physical strength is poor even for an ordinary person, and of course, her combat ability is rock bottom.

I can’t send such a person alone to face the mad dog Do Chae-hee. Since the opponent is Do Chae-hee, the options of me going together or attaching our people are gone, so there’s only one answer.

I tapped the mask and changed my face. It’s the face I showed to people inside ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’. Nam Ju-hyeon screamed at my face that changed instantly.

“I-I didn’t see! I didn’t see anything like your face at all!”

“It doesn’t matter. This isn’t my real face anyway.”

“Huh?”

Did she think she’d die if she saw my face? Of course, if my identity as ‘Kang Yi-sin’ was revealed, I’m not entirely against that thought, but for now, I’d try to handle it with ‘lies’ somehow. I don’t have the intention to just eliminate people unconditionally!

—But you do have the intention to eliminate them initially.

At my explanation, Nam Ju-hyeon sat down on the spot with a surprised face.

“What do you mean it’s not your real face?”

“It’s a fake made with holograms. My identity is a secret where we’re going from now on.”

“Suddenly using formal speech?”

“I told you, didn’t I? That I plan to hide my identity.”

Professor Geum might know, but Lee Hye-won doesn’t know my identity. Lee Hye-won is Jin Yeon-hwa’s person. Though she’s with us now due to circumstances, she’ll probably go back to that side when the situation improves.

I had to prevent information from leaking to that side as much as possible. It’s a point I particularly asked Professor Geum to be careful about.

“From now on, we’re a team gathered for the same cause of overthrowing Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk.”

“U-understood.”


Nam Ju-hyeon nodded with a face that said she had goosebumps. I put Nam Ju-hyeon in the back seat of the car. She kept mumbling something from the back, looking unwell, but it should be fine.

Arriving in front of Professor Geum’s house, I called him out using the same method as last time.

The moment he saw Nam Ju-hyeon standing next to me, Professor Geum looked at me with an expression that said he was at a loss for words.

“Surely not?”

Professor Geum, who collapsed looking at me and Nam Ju-hyeon, was truly despairing.

“Where on earth do you keep bringing these women from?”

Finding his expression funny, I looked at Professor Geum with my arms crossed. Professor Geum, who was twisting his body like an octopus, shouted:

“My beautiful life as a single man in his 30s is being ruined!”

“With such a big house, how is it ruined by taking in one person?”

“Just someone’s existence alone tires me out! An introverted person like me gets exhausted just by the existence of other people! You extroverts wouldn’t understand!”

Introverted, extroverted. What nonsense.

“Let’s go inside and talk first.”

At the conversation between me and Professor Geum, Nam Ju-hyeon cautiously whispered to me.

“A-about bringing a woman before…”

Somehow the look in her eyes towards me is disrespectful.

“It’s not like that, so don’t misunderstand.”

At my words cutting it off, Nam Ju-hyeon stiffened. Then she started waving her hands and making excuses.

“M-misunderstanding! Misunderstanding, uh, in a good way! Y-you’re not as bad a villain as people say. In the first place, what the world is calling a villain is all! Misunderstandings piling up, uh, of course you did kill a lot of people! That wasn’t a misunderstanding!”

I wonder if she knows that the more she talks, the worse it gets. Nam Ju-hyeon’s face was turning pale in real-time.

—There were articles she wrote that severely criticized you too.


Moreover, lies don’t work on Ray with his perfect memory. I had no intention of arguing even if she thought I was a bad guy.

In reality, I am a murderer, a swindler, and a con artist.

‘Let’s just let it slide for now.’

I turned my gaze to Professor Geum.

“Then why did you come here today? Surely you’re not here to leave this woman too?”

“No, the opposite.”

“The opposite?”

“That person, is she here?”

“Y-yeah, she is?”

“Please call her. I have something to do with that person.”

“Huh? Alright! I’ll bring her right away.”

Professor Geum, whose face brightened, disappeared from his seat and soon appeared with Lee Hye-won.

Lee Hye-won looked a bit surprised seeing me. After a moment, her eyes began to fill with resentment towards me.

“Hello.”

“Yes.”

“I thought you’d never come back after abandoning me like that.”

Ahem, the resentment stings my chest! I threw words at Professor Geum, who was standing blankly.

“Don’t you have anything to drink? Your hospitality is really lacking.”

At my words, Professor Geum grumbled but brought out warm tea. Teacups were placed in front of us.

Meanwhile, Lee Hye-won and Nam Ju-hyeon kept silent while looking at each other with exploring faces.


“It’s Pu-erh tea imported from Yunnan, China. It’s the highest grade, so I’d like you to drink it when the aroma is best.”

At those words, the two reluctantly sipped the tea. I also sipped the tea. It’s certainly expensive tea as he said, it does seem a bit more fragrant. Actually, I prefer coffee to tea.

After putting down the teacup, I opened my mouth.

“Introduce yourselves, this is Reporter Nam Ju-hyeon.”

“A reporter?!”

Professor Geum suddenly exclaimed in surprise. His face said, ‘You brought a reporter to this underground mad scientist’s house?’ Ignoring his exaggerated reaction, I turned my gaze to Lee Hye-won.

“This is, um, Hunter Lee Something-or-other.”

“Lee Something-or-other… If you’re going to do that, I think it’s better if I introduce myself.”

Lee Hye-won, who said that, sighed and countinued:

“I’m Lee Hee-won. For your reference, I’m a 6-Circle hunter.”

From Lee Hye-won to Lee Hee-won. I wonder if there’s any value as an alias, but seeing Lee Hye-won glaring at me, I thought it would be better to just keep my mouth shut.

“6-6-Circle hunter!”

Nam Ju-hyeon’s mouth gaped at Lee Hye-won’s words. Though it’s a rank that doesn’t get protagonist treatment in Gate conquests, ordinary people don’t get to see 6-Circle hunters.

“By the way, aren’t you going to tell us why you came here?”

At Professor Geum’s words, the two women’s gazes also turned to me. Certainly, now that introductions are over, I should properly explain.

“It would be good for the two of you to act together for a while.”

“Huh?”

Both Nam Ju-hyeon and Lee Hye-won looked at me with surprised faces. I threw my gaze at Lee Hye-won.

“Aren’t you getting tired of being cooped up here?”

She would have never wasted even a single day until now. Though she’s hiding here for now because she can’t let people know she survived, she probably doesn’t like this life.

“It is boring indeed. But I can’t move for just any job.”

“You’ll change your mind when you hear it. This is quite a good cause.”

I gestured to Nam Ju-hyeon. It meant for her to explain the situation.

Seeing my look, Nam Ju-hyeon put on a grave expression and pushed up her glasses.

Nam Ju-hyeon slowly unraveled the story involving Bomnal Orphanage and Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals. She really summarized well, perhaps because of her experience as a reporter.

Lee Hye-won, who listened to her story as if enchanted, clenched her fist and said:

“If it’s really such a matter, I do want to help. To think such things were happening at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals.”

For someone in a position equivalent to the right hand of Sirius’ Vice Guild Master, it wouldn’t be strange to be rotten to the core, but Lee Hye-won was a fairly good person in her own way.

That’s the reason Jin Yeon-hwa cherishes her in the first place. For various reasons, Jin Yeon-hwa dislikes people of her own kind.

“What should I do from now on?”

“Ah, first…”

Leaving the two people who started to talk actively, I got up from my seat. I tapped Professor Geum’s shoulder as he was sipping tea and tilted my head.

“Professor Geum, let’s have a chat for a moment.”

“With me?”

Professor Geum said, pushing up his round glasses.

“Why me?”

“Follow me.”

This guy just doesn’t listen when you tell him with words.

After dragging Professor Geum to a quiet corner, I immediately got to the point before he could say anything strange.

“However this matter unfolds, the landscape of pharmaceutical companies in Korea will be turned upside down.”

Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals is a thriving pharmaceutical company not just in Korea but globally. To the extent that there’s a saying that the potions exported from there feed Korea.

Such a company being shaken will give a huge shock to the stock market.

Even if Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals doesn’t completely collapse because of this incident, they’re bound to take a hit.

“Now is the time to invest in stocks.”

“Certainly, that’s true.”

“Ah, if you’re going to do it, please take care of mine too.”

At my words, Professor Geum’s eyes lit up.

“Right! How much?”

Money to put into stocks…

I don’t have any.

“Since I gave you the information, please invest my share on my behalf too.”

“What?”

The pigs of capitalism taste best when you fleece them.

—Somehow you seem to use the expression ‘pigs of capitalism’ at any time. Isn’t this case just extorting money?

‘What’s wrong with extorting money from a rich person? Besides, isn’t it wrong for him to try to get such high-quality information for free!’

I said to Professor Geum, who was making an expression of disbelief at my words:

“Isn’t this all because the Silver Moon Society isn’t paying me!”

—You also only did work that didn’t make money.

I’ve been living diligently in various ways, but certainly, there hasn’t been any work that makes a lot of money. Even the items obtained from ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’ ultimately have to be handled as stolen goods, so I can’t sell them right away.

“So, how are things going with the Silver Moon Society?”

“Hmm, I heard that side is almost back to normal too. Well, I only know half of what’s going on there.”

He says work resumption was delayed because they suffered almost devastating damage from the Anti-Society. Certainly, that’s understandable. Since Xie Haozhu blew away most of it. It will take more time since it’s work that requires raising people.

“Anyway, I’ll tell them. To properly pay you money, that is.”

I nodded at those words.

The more money, the better. I need to earn as much as I can while I can.

“By the way. Coming like this from now on is a bit…”

“Did Director Baek tell you to keep your distance?”

At my words, Professor Geum looked at me with a shocked face.

It’s obvious. Professor Geum is a bundle of curiosity. There’s no way he would drive away someone like me who becomes interesting just by looking at, if it’s fun enough he’ll do anything.

If his attitude suddenly changed, Baek Do-san must be behind it.

“Well, certainly the things you guys are doing are getting out of hand even for me. Being associated with ‘that’ Weltschmerz is also a big risk.”

“Certainly. I’ll be careful from now on. But I’ll need your help for a while.”

At my words, Professor Geum just scratched the ground with his foot while watching my reaction. Seeing a man in his 30s who isn’t even cute doing that made me nauseous.

“Still, let’s try not to come to the house like this from now on if possible.”

“Thanks for understanding.”

After finishing the conversation with Professor Geum, I returned to Lee Hye-won and Nam Ju-hyeon. They must have talked quite earnestly while I and Professor Geum were away, as the atmosphere was much more comfortable than before.

“Then you two come this way.”

“Alright, take care everyone!”

Professor Geum, not knowing my intentions, saw us off with just a bright face. He seems to think we’re leaving for good like this…

—When are you going to tell him that you’ll leave Nam Ju-hyeon with him too after this is over?

‘Let’s let him be happy for at least a few days.’

Isn’t it fine as long as I don’t come to his house myself?
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“Team Leader Do!”

“Ah, Mr. Yong-won.”

Unlike Kim Yong-won who always looked energetic, Do Chae-hee’s complexion was not good today after staying up all night again.

Recently, her stress was immense as the case resolution rate had not risen above 20 percent. The cases Do Chae-hee had been personally pursuing for the past few months had also completely hit dead ends.

Kim Yong-won carefully opened his mouth while examining Do Chae-hee’s haggard face.

“Are you sleeping properly?”

“I’d like to say I’m sleeping well… But I really can’t.”

For Do Chae-hee, who always said she was fine no matter how hard things were, to say such a thing. Kim Yong-won looked at her with pitying eyes.

To change the atmosphere, Kim Yong-won raised his voice.

“Ah, have you seen the stories floating around on the internet these days?”

“No. I don’t even have time to access the internet, whatever it is.”

With stress and work pressure to the point of not being able to sleep, there was no time to read nonsense floating around on the internet.

“It’s about that Bomnal Orphanage.”

“Bomnal Orphanage?”

“Yes, speculations about the person who ran the orphanage. There’s a lot of talk saying that while Weltschmerz who attacked the place is bad, the person who ran that orphanage is the real villain.”

“Ah.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee blinked. Do Chae-hee, holding her head, said:

“Come to think of it, I hadn’t thought of that.”

It seems she only thought about catching Weltschmerz who committed the massacre after learning about the scene.

Director Park Cheol-wan also gave such orders right away. What did he say about the orphanage? Did he say there would be an internal investigation? No, did he not even start an investigation at all?


Why hadn’t she thought about that side until today?

Kim Yong-won said to her, who was making a blank expression:

“There’s also talk that opposition party’s Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was the operator there.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee laughed, forgetting the situation.

“Assemblyman Kim?”

That’s because it was such an out-of-nowhere statement.

Not just anyone, but Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk?

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was one of the most popular members of the National Assembly in Korea.

The first aid supplies to arrive when disaster strikes, Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals’ potion sets.

During his time as chairman of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, Kim Seong-deuk said he would supply Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals’ potions at a shocking price in deals with the government, and he kept that promise. Thanks to that, Korea became a country that could generously distribute potions of the world’s highest quality at disaster sites.

It’s already been over 10 years since he became a member of the National Assembly with the goodwill gained from that. Kim Seong-deuk has spent that long time without any problems.

No, rather, his position has only become more solid as time passed.

To the extent that if you were to name someone the current president trusts more than anyone, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s name would always come up, he had a close relationship with the president, and Seol Rok-jin, whom he discovered, was also the most popular member of the National Assembly in current Korea.

What reason could he possibly have to commit such acts when he lacks nothing?

“Wait, are they making noise by linking this with Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals?”

Pharmaceuticals and human experiments. Aren’t those perfectly matching keywords? At Do Chae-hee’s words, Kim Yong-won nodded.

“Yes, that’s what it seems.”

“You believe such talk?”

“Uh, but when you look at the posts there, they’re quite plausible…”

“Stop talking nonsense and go home.”


At Do Chae-hee’s words, Kim Yong-won scratched the back of his neck and bowed his head.

Looking at Kim Yong-won, Do Chae-hee clicked her tongue internally. She thought he wasn’t so careless as to fall for such nonsense.

To link Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals with such a place, of all things. She knew the conspiracy theories floating around on the internet were of poor quality, but this was too much.

Click, Do Chae-hee frowned as she entered her office and saw an unfamiliar envelope on her desk.

“Huh.”

Did I put something like this here?

Do Chae-hee carefully circled around the desk and examined the envelope with her eyes.

The envelope placed on the desk wasn’t even one used within the Awakener Crimes Department. It clearly came from outside.

She thought it might have come by mail, but there was no stamp or postmark on the envelope’s surface.

The moment she saw the envelope with only her name written on it without any sender information, an ominous feeling welled up.

‘There were people who committed terrorism by putting powder poison in envelopes in the past.’

But she was too curious about what could be inside to just leave it alone.

“Urgh!”

Do Chae-hee, who stomped her foot in frustration, picked up the envelope. If I die, it’ll all be because of this damn curiosity.

Do Chae-hee, who muttered that internally, drew mana up to her eyes.

“Hmm.”

The letter seen with eagle eyes was not dangerous.

“Okay.”

Do Chae-hee, who sighed, carefully opened the envelope.

Fortunately, there was no poison spraying out or anything like that. All that was inside the envelope was a thick stack of documents and one voice recorder.


There was even a letter for Do Chae-hee on top of the documents.

[Hello, Team Leader Do Chae-hee. The reason I have taken up my pen like this is to inform you about the hidden truth of Bomnal Orphanage.

If there is anyone in this world more trustworthy than anyone else, it would be you. All the contents in here are true.

I beg you to please reveal the truth to this world.]

“Huh.”

The moment she read the letter contained in the envelope, Do Chae-hee instinctively felt it. Whatever was inside, it might shatter the world she had known until now.

Do Chae-hee, who placed the half-read letter on her desk, quickly flipped through the papers.

The ‘truth of Bomnal Orphanage’ that the writer of this letter spoke of was inside. It was only cruel facts that she wanted to believe were fabricated. But the photos, materials with accurate figures and information recorded. And even the miniature voice recorder at the end of the envelope.

Do Chae-hee looked at, read, and listened to all of it as if enchanted.

At first, she thought it was someone’s prank, but the quality of the information was too high to believe it was fabricated by someone.

By the time she had checked everything in the envelope, the sun had already set and it was dark all around.

‘Is this really true?’

At first, she thought this too was just a kind of baseless rumor. But the photos inside and the content were too serious to just dismiss it like that.

But what shook Do Chae-hee’s heart even more than that was the words written at the end of the letter.

‘The request to solve this case directly without Director Park Cheol-wan’s support.’

At those words, Do Chae-hee bit her lip. Because the hidden meaning in those words was clear.

The person who sent these documents and information to Do Chae-hee called themselves N. Looking at the contact information written below that, Do Chae-hee narrowed her eyes.

‘To leave even contact information, they seem quite confident.’

For now, what she needs to do is clear.

The person who sent this letter, it seems she needs to meet them in person.

* * *

Do Chae-hee, who put on casual clothes instead of the police uniform she always wore like a school uniform, entered the park while watching her surroundings.

In the middle of the night, the park located in a corner of Gyeonggi-do, not even in the city center, was deserted without any people.

In such a place with few people, the park where flickering streetlights were the only light source looked gloomy just by looking at it. Do Chae-hee sat down on a bench in that park.

N had even directly marked the place where Do Chae-hee should sit. They said they would come soon if she sat on that bench.

Even drug deals wouldn’t happen in a place like this. Do Chae-hee, who grumbled that internally, narrowed her eyes at a person walking from far away.

Could it be that person?

A woman who stopped near the streetlight next to the bench waved at Do Chae-hee.

“Hey, hello!”

A black half-mask to cover her face, and thick horn-rimmed glasses placed on top of the half-mask.

‘If you’re going to wear glasses, wear just glasses, and if you’re going to wear a mask, wear just the mask!’

She almost said that without realizing. The woman wasn’t the only one with a strange appearance. The tall woman standing next to her was wearing dark sunglasses that wouldn’t even let her see properly in the middle of the night.

“I didn’t know two people would come.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, the woman wearing the half-mask, Nam Ju-hyeon, opened her mouth.

“She’s my bodyguard. I’m currently under threat of death for various reasons.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee quietly looked at the woman, Lee Hye-won, standing beside her. Though the sword on her back was bothersome, she had nothing to say since she was also an awakener and had brought a gun.

“Honestly, I didn’t think Team Leader Do Chae-hee would really come all the way here.”

Lie. Do Chae-hee twitched her eyebrows.

“Is all the information you sent me true?”

That Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was behind Bomnal Orphanage. And that human experiments under the name of clinical trials were rampant at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals he operates.

“Yes, it’s the truth without a single lie. Though I can’t tell you how I obtained that information.”

Though it was Nam Ju-hyeon who tried to dig into the back with questions, the person who provided such detailed information was that man from Weltschmerz. That’s something she really can’t say even if she dies.

At Nam Ju-hyeon’s words, Do Chae-hee moved on to the next question as if she hadn’t even expected an answer.

“In what sense did you say to investigate this case alone without Director Park Cheol-wan?”

At those words, Nam Ju-hyeon shrugged her shoulders and slowly nodded her head as she opened her mouth.

“Hmm, I’ll say it straightforwardly. I can’t trust Director Park Cheol-wan. I know you and Director Park Cheol-wan are close. But that person doesn’t have the will to resolve such matters.”

Not ability, but will. At those words, Do Chae-hee twitched her eyebrows.

As she felt from the letter, this woman. She clearly knows something Do Chae-hee don’t.

“How do you think Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk could have committed all those acts? Because Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk is that great? No, everyone turned a blind eye. If it weren’t for everyone’s tacit approval, it wouldn’t have come to this.”

“Are you saying Director Park Cheol-wan is included in that ‘everyone’?”

At Do Chae-hee’s sharp words, Nam Ju-hyeon continued speaking with her arms crossed.

“Yes. I’ll be honest. I think a person like Park Cheol-wan could become a ‘director’ in the first place because he’s someone who can turn a blind eye to such injustice.”

“Ha.”

Do Chae-hee clenched her fist. The Park Cheol-wan she had seen wasn’t such a bad person.

He was always the first to appear at crime scenes and the last to leave.

Park Cheol-wan was also the person who supported Do Chae-hee’s dream of becoming a police officer to prevent a world where villains run rampant again more than anyone else.

To say such a person knew about all those things and turned a blind eye?

It’s an absurd slander.

“Think carefully. If Director Park Cheol-wan was really as good a person as you say, could he have become the director of the Awakener Crimes Department? If he truly wanted to catch bad guys, why is the Awakener Crimes Department under him so incompetent?”

“Incompetent, you say? What do you know!”

At Do Chae-hee’s fierce attitude, the woman wearing sunglasses stepped forward. Do Chae-hee bit her lip and stepped back at the woman’s protection, who stretched out her hand holding the sword sheath.

Without knowing how much they try, how much effort they put in. She just says they’re incompetent and that’s it?

Do Chae-hee, who forcefully swallowed the words rising from inside while trembling, Nam Ju-hyeon slowly opened her mouth.

“Do you really think the Awakener Crimes Department tried? Do you really think you’re fighting for this world? Then why is the Awakener Crimes Department evaluated as so incompetent?”

Looking at Do Chae-hee, who couldn’t say anything and kept her mouth shut, Nam Ju-hyeon slowly continued speaking.

“You’ll find out as you dig into this case.”

At those words from Nam Ju-hyeon, Do Chae-hee took a deep breath.

“Whether Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals and Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk are really corrupt as you say, and whether Director… Park Cheol-wan is involved in that corruption.”

Do Chae-hee, who briefly caught her breath, continued:

“I won’t believe anything until I see it with my own eyes.”

“Good.”

As if it was the words she had been waiting for, Nam Ju-hyeon smiled brightly.

“Then can I think we’re on the same side until then?”

Do Chae-hee, who stared at the hand extended to her, opened her mouth while pretending not to see that hand.

“Do you have a plan?”
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Nam Ju-hyeon quietly retracted the hand she had extended and blinked at Do Chae-hee’s question.

“A plan?”

Her expression was as if she was hearing that word for the first time in the world. Do Chae-hee, who became exasperated, opened her mouth.

“There must have been a reason you sent me that envelope. Isn’t it to deal with them? There must have been a reason you needed me.”

“Hmm, that’s right. I needed someone to dig into your case a bit.”

“But you have no plan at all?”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Nam Ju-hyeon continued in a nonchalant voice.

“I don’t know. Handling such investigations isn’t my area of expertise.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee involuntarily gaped. How can there be such a shameless person!

“You need to think of the answer. Think about how you can break this case well.”

For Nam Ju-hyeon, she was just returning the words she had heard, but to Do Chae-hee, it was the most irresponsible statement of all.

The trust that had sprouted like down feathers completely collapsed.

I should have guessed from the moment she came here in such an appearance. As expected, the woman in front of me is not trustworthy at all.

Do Chae-hee sighed.

“Why!”

But if the information in the envelope was true, a proper investigation was certainly needed.

“Though it should be the police investigating such matters, there must be a reason you sought me out from the Awakener Crimes Department.”

Do Chae-hee, who had organized her thoughts to some extent, opened her mouth.

“Normally, I would have to formally apply for a search warrant, but…”

“I told you they’re opponents that can never be caught by such methods.”


“Yes. So we need to use other methods.”

Do Chae-hee’s eyes shone.

* * *

Do Chae-hee, standing in front of the research institute of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals where drug manufacturing and development take place, exhaled briefly.

Perhaps because it was the building playing the most important role within Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, the security at the entrance was strict.

Several-meter-high cement walls were erected around, and there was only one entrance at the front.

It could be to prevent leaks of confidential information, but from the perspective of someone who had examined all the materials N had passed on, it felt unsettling.

The first thing that blocked her was a barrier to stop vehicles. The barrier seemed to be operated unmanned as there was no one around. Do Chae-hee lightly jumped over that barrier with both feet.

The next thing that blocked her was an iron gate. Oh ho, it’s getting more interesting. Do Chae-hee put strength in her legs and launched her body into the air. After easily jumping over the 3m iron gate, what blocked her path was a security guard with a surprised face.

“Uh, what business do you have here?”

Do Chae-hee calmly continued speaking.

“I am Team Leader Do Chae-hee from the Awakener Crimes Department. I came after receiving a report that awakener crimes are occurring inside here.”

Do Chae-hee took out her ID from her pocket and handed it over. The security guard who received that ID handed it back with a startled face as if he had touched something dirty.

“S-still, you can’t enter without a warrant.”

It was an expected response. Do Chae-hee continued without being flustered.

“I came after receiving a report. That an awakener is committing crimes down there in the basement.”

“Huh?”

At those out-of-nowhere words, the security guard opened his mouth with a bewildered face.

“You may not know, but according to the Special Law on Awakener Crimes, public officials belonging to the Awakener Crimes Department can enter any scene where an awakener is committing a crime without any warrant.”

The Special Law on Awakeners. Originally created to oppress awakeners, but Do Chae-hee used it in reverse.


No one would have expected someone to use this law like this. To begin with, Do Chae-hee was the only one in the Awakener Crimes Department with the guts to use the law in this way.

Normally, Park Cheol-wan would appear before things got this big and drag her out, but Do Chae-hee had not reported today’s operation to anyone.

There was no one here who could stop her.

The security guard, who finally understood what Do Chae-hee was saying, raised his voice.

“So I’m asking you to step aside.”

“Hey!”

Do Chae-hee boldly stepped past the security guard who was trying to block her with a bewildered face. She lightly lifted her body like when she jumped over the iron gate and easily passed over the security guard’s shoulder.

The security guard froze at that inhuman movement.

Though she saw the bewildered security guard contacting someone by radio, Do Chae-hee stepped forward without hesitation.

From now on, it’s a race against time.

Many people had already gathered at the entrance to block Do Chae-hee. Do Chae-hee’s eyes shone.

“I’m in the middle of official duties. I ask for everyone’s cooperation.”

“You can’t just come in like this!”

“I clearly received a report. That an awakener is committing crimes inside here. I cannot leave this place until I confirm that report is not true.”

The security guards who saw Do Chae-hee speaking without any tension even after seeing the gathered guards hardened their faces.

‘She’s not listening to reason!’

‘This woman has no intention of listening at all!’

Do Chae-hee smiled brightly.

“I kindly ask for your cooperation.”

“What cooperation! Get out of here right now!”


The security guards belatedly tried to grab Do Chae-hee who was trying to enter, but though she looked delicate, her strength was no joke.

“Ugh, aaargh!”

Do Chae-hee easily neutralized those people.

The security guard whose arm was bent by Do Chae-hee’s hand screamed and stepped back. It was such strong force that one might suspect his arm would have broken if he had resisted a little more.

“W-what strength!”

Do Chae-hee added as if she had just remembered:

“I am a 6-Circle awakener. Please step back as you might get hurt.”

At those words, silence fell among the security guards.

They thought she wasn’t an ordinary person, but a 6-Circle awakener!

Why on earth would a 6-Circle awakener come here? At that level, shouldn’t she be conquering Gates instead of having business at this research institute!

No, she said awakener, not hunter, so maybe it’s unrelated to Gate conquests.

Unfortunately, there was no one who could stand up to a 6-Circle awakener.

“You’ll get hurt if you keep doing this, please step back.”

Unlike the words that could sound quite polite, her actions were relentless. Do Chae-hee quickly dealt with the men rushing towards her.

“Ugh, uuugh.”

Soon, security guards started piling up around Do Chae-hee.

Do Chae-hee, who piled up the people in one place, dusted off her palms, tap tap.

Her nickname ‘mad dog’ wasn’t for nothing.

People looked at Do Chae-hee with disgusted faces.

After that, no one stood in Do Chae-hee’s way. The researchers whose eyes met hers each stuck to the wall while holding their breath.

Do Chae-hee pushed aside the researchers without hesitation and entered the corridor. Excessive enforcement, various disciplinary actions that would befall her after this incident, and numerous reports she would have to write.

All worries were postponed for later.

Do Chae-hee recalled the structure of this research institute in her head again.

The information N provided included the place Do Chae-hee must check.

The administrator-only area that comes after passing through the corridor connected to the lobby.

It was a place that could only be entered with a key card.

“Eeeek!”

Do Chae-hee, who grabbed the wrist of a researcher trying to run away from her, smiled brightly.

“I’ll borrow this for a moment.”

Do Chae-hee, who snatched the card hanging around the researcher’s neck, walked briskly to the door and swiped the card.

“Thank you for your cooperation.”

“What cooperation! Hey, wait a moment!”

The person who belatedly realized his card had been taken screamed, but Do Chae-hee didn’t even pretend to listen.

The corridor she entered after opening the door like that led to another corridor. As she passed through several corridors and doors like that, Do Chae-hee didn’t encounter anyone.

Do Chae-hee raised her voice towards the empty corridor.

“Ahem, this is Team Leader Do Chae-hee from the Awakener Crimes Department. I’ve been dispatched in response to a report that an awakener is committing criminal acts here. I request cooperation with the investigation.”

It was an awkward tone as if reading from a Korean textbook, but Do Chae-hee didn’t care at all.

A few security guards who had managed to recover chased after Do Chae-hee, but perhaps because of what happened earlier, they couldn’t rush at her. The security guards who gradually gathered carefully followed behind Do Chae-hee.

A wall of people created around her. Though an ordinary person would naturally feel pressured, Do Chae-hee was relentless.

At the end of the corridor, another door blocked by a key card could be seen. Do Chae-hee swiped the card without hesitation.

But unlike before when it opened without problems, this card didn’t open the door. Did they stop it in the meantime? Or was this researcher’s authority not enough to enter here?

‘No choice then.’

Do Chae-hee, who shrugged her shoulders, stood to the side and raised her arm. Then she forcefully struck her elbow towards the glass window.

The door fell off with a cracking sound.

Unlike other places, the inside of the research lab she arrived at after tearing off the door like that was cool. It seemed the temperature was actually several degrees different from the outside. Do Chae-hee narrowed her eyes and examined the inside.

She felt sick as it reminded her of the research lab at Bomnal Orphanage she had entered before.

Though the facilities were much better and it was larger than that place, except for that, it was so similar she could be mistaken. From the dazzlingly white floor and wallpaper to the framed pictures hanging on the walls here and there.

Is such experimentation really taking place here? At that moment, someone opened the door and appeared.

“W-what is this! How on earth did you come here?”

Do Chae-hee spat out the same excuse as before to the researcher blocking her way.

“I heard that a crime involving an awakener occurred inside here.”

“That’s impossible! Where do you think this is? A crime, that’s nonsense.”

But her attitude was somehow strange. As if hiding something, she desperately tried to block Do Chae-hee.

Do Chae-hee instinctively realized.

This is it. The evidence she had been searching for so desperately must be here. At that moment, someone standing close to the wall put their hand on the emergency button.

‘That won’t do.’

Do Chae-hee tore off a button from the lab coat of the researcher in front of her.

“Ugh, uwaah!”

Do Chae-hee’s pupils momentarily turned purple.

The button Do Chae-hee threw accurately hit the fingers of the person trying to press the emergency button.

“Aaaagh!”

The man who was hit on the back of his hand immediately clutched his hand. Though it was just a button, the button thrown by a 6-Circle hunter with mana infused was destructive as if it momentarily weighed several tens of kilograms.

Clatter. The button Do Chae-hee had thrown fell to the floor.

Do Chae-hee straightened her posture and said:

“As I said, I am clearly in the middle of official duties. Please cooperate.”

Tap tap, Do Chae-hee dusted off her crumpled jacket and slowly opened her mouth while making eye contact with the stiffened people.

“If you won’t cooperate, I have no choice but to use force.”

Everyone realized at her strength that instantly neutralized a security guard with just a small button. There was no way to stop Do Chae-hee.

Do Chae-hee, who slowly walked forward, opened the door that had been tightly closed.

And there she discovered.

Numerous people trembling while looking at her.

The moment she faced them, Do Chae-hee immediately raised her phone. And she called the person she could trust the most.

“Kim Yong-won, bring our team members here right now.”
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 123

				
At Do Chae-hee’s words, Kim Yong-won brought all the team members and swept the scene.

The Awakener Crimes Department team that came to the scene was only five, including Do Chae-hee.

Of course, it was difficult to control the scene, but the people who had shrunk under Do Chae-hee’s fierce gaze quietly moved according to her orders.

Evidence was collected meticulously, and victims were rescued. Ambulances were even called in for those in poor condition.

The area near the research institute, which had been quiet, instantly became bustling with the crowd that rushed in.

Kim Yong-won raised his voice there.

“Everyone! Please follow the control! Come out slowly! Ah, please be careful!”

The number of people trapped in the basement of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals alone was dozens. Among them, as N had said, there were also ‘awakeners’. Far from being a threat to people, they looked haggard as if they had been thoroughly ground down here, but there was still room to apply the Special Law on Awakeners.

Park Cheol-wan arrived with a pale face just after Do Chae-hee had meticulously collected all the evidence and isolated all the victims.

“You, what kind of trouble have you caused?”

“I didn’t cause trouble, I solved it.”

Despite Park Cheol-wan’s questioning, Do Chae-hee held her head high proudly.

This might be a big incident if it’s called an incident, but isn’t it a good incident? Shouldn’t she be praised?

Her mind was still complicated. The words she had heard from N were shaking her mind. Was Park Cheol-wan really one of them?

While forcefully suppressing the doubts rising from within, Do Chae-hee said to Park Cheol-wan:

“How did you come here? I was going to submit it as a report later.”

“How could I not come when there’s such an incident? How could you do such a thing without reporting…”

“It was an operation that was only possible alone.”

If she had reported as Park Cheol-wan said, it would have given them time to prepare. It would have been the same if she had come with people.

Such results were possible because she had rummaged through this place alone without giving them time to prepare.


“Isn’t it fine if the results are good?”

“The results are good? Do you not know what you’ve really done? You recklessly stirring up this place won’t just end with disciplinary action. Why on earth did you bring up the Special Law on Awakeners? Why did the Awakener Crimes Department dispatch here in the first place?”

Strictly speaking, the Special Law on Awakeners applied when the perpetrator was an awakener. The people who could be called perpetrators here were all non-awakeners. People like the researchers or the operators of this place.

“Well, I thought it was an awakener exploiting and tormenting people down there. Besides, there were awakeners at the scene, so it wasn’t a complete lie.”

Do Chae-hee spewed out lies without even wetting her lips.

“But thanks to that, we found out the reality of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals.”

The condition of the people trapped underground was certainly not good. There were several showing symptoms of mana addiction, and traces of experimentation were even found on some.

Though the details would have to be investigated further, as N had said, what was happening at this Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals was certainly inhumane. They must have violated dozens of laws.

It turned out that Korea’s top pharmaceutical company was actually committing such horrible acts behind the scenes.

It was truly an incident that could turn Korea upside down, but Park Cheol-wan’s face showed only anxiety rather than satisfaction at uncovering such a thing.

“Aren’t you happy?”

“What?”

“I asked if you’re not happy that we caught bad guys.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Park Cheol-wan’s expression froze like ice.

Only then did Do Chae-hee admit.

That Park Cheol-wan might not be as good a person as she thought.

“Director.”

“What.”

“Let’s break this case properly.”

“Break what?”


“It’s too late to cover it up.”

“Ha.”

“I won’t let you cover it up either.”

“What?”

Park Cheol-wan’s face hardened at the hostility felt in Do Chae-hee’s words.

There were already many witnesses. Team 1 led by Do Chae-hee, and the related personnel. Park Cheol-wan probably doesn’t know, but the scene of Do Chae-hee raiding that place was live-streamed to N. Even if Do Chae-hee tries to bury it, they will break it from that side. This case can no longer be covered up.

More precisely, no one will let this case be covered up.

“Was not announcing to the world what happened at the orphanage last time really for the sake of people?”

That if such things leak out, everyone will fall into confusion. So we should stay quiet.

That’s what Park Cheol-wan told Do Chae-hee when that incident broke out.

All people knew about the orphanage was that a disappearance incident occurred at that orphanage.

Everything about the human modifications and kidnapping incidents happening inside was kept secret. Only those who knew knew, that information was strictly confidential to the public.

Do Chae-hee believed those words saying they were controlling information to prevent public confusion.

At that time, she believed.

But now she understands.

That hiding the information might have been to protect the real culprits hiding behind.

“It was the same with the Kang Yi-sin case. Even though there were people who led the illegal mining, we didn’t pursue them. Even if people died at the scene, they were just underlings. There must have been people who wanted to develop that Gate, but…”

There was no mention of pursuing their trail.

Sensational photos and reports were immediately followed by Han Jo-hee’s murder case. And the public wanted notice that flowed like water.

While dealing with the flood of reports, the aftermath was soon forgotten.


Like a dog chasing after the truck in front of it. They couldn’t chase after what was really important.

Like a racehorse with blinders on, they were running without any doubt only on the path laid before them.

N’s words were right.

Park Cheol-wan wasn’t as good a person as she thought, and Do Chae-hee was stupid.

“Why are you trying to cover everything up? For whose sake?”

Do Chae-hee asked him with a devastated heart.

Park Cheol-wan had been the support that allowed her, who had lost all her family, to endure until now. He was her most reliable guardian and her most trustworthy superior.

Today, his face looked so different. A face she had seen several times a day, yet it felt unfamiliar as if she didn’t know him.

“Calm down first. You’re excited now. You’re saying anything because you’re excited.”

Park Cheol-wan, who rubbed his face, put his hand on Do Chae-hee’s shoulder. It seemed he thought calming Do Chae-hee down was the priority.

“Alright, alright. It’s pitiful, all those people trapped here. You did well, it’s a good thing. But there are processes and procedures in worldly affairs, aren’t there? How can you come out like this, throwing all that away? And those words too. Those are all concluded cases and…”

But those words from Park Cheol-wan stimulated Do Chae-hee once again.

“Concluded cases? Processes and procedures? Who are those processes and procedures for in the first place? Who’s talking about processes and procedures while the victims are trapped here? The one operating this place is Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, right? A member of the National Assembly who should make and uphold laws committed such acts. The law is on their side and…”

“Do Chae-hee!”

Park Cheol-wan shouted.

“Stop it. There are things you can say and things you can’t.”

Park Cheol-wan, feeling Do Chae-hee’s gaze, lowered his voice and whispered.

“Let’s talk later first.”

As he said that and moved forward, turning his back on her, Do Chae-hee grabbed him. While firmly gripping his wrist, Do Chae-hee said:

“Promise me that you’ll handle this matter for sure.”

Please.

I’ll trust you one last time, so please don’t show a disappointing side.

Don’t make me betray you, considering the time we’ve spent together.

Do Chae-hee pleaded with him, putting all her heart into it.

“If you don’t do it, I’ll do it somehow. I’ll make sure the bad guys pay for their crimes. So please, handle this matter properly just this once.”

Park Cheol-wan, who was looking at Do Chae-hee with a complicated expression, just turned his head away.

* * *

Though Do Chae-hee spoke confidently, in reality, the investigation was difficult from the start. Despite Do Chae-hee’s pleas, Park Cheol-wan didn’t help her at all. Should she be grateful that he wasn’t hindering her?

Do Chae-hee bit her lip.

She succeeded in cornering Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals with the evidence brought from raiding the scene, but failed to implicate Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk.

To begin with, he had long since stepped down from the chairman position of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, so what did it have to do with him, he said. On top of that, cutting off the tail by saying all this happened due to the excessive loyalty of the field workers.

From the start, it was nearly impossible to bring in a sitting member of the National Assembly like him.

Immunity from arrest.

Without the consent of the National Assembly, it was impossible to even arrest Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk.

Even a reference investigation could be refused if Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk didn’t comply.

“It’s clear that Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk is behind all these actions!”

Evidence ‘illegally’ collected by N cannot be submitted.

The cards Do Chae-hee could use were too limited.

She wanted to include the Bomnal Orphanage incident too, but that side wasn’t even accepted due to insufficient evidence.

Public opinion was favorable towards the Awakener Crimes Department, but the person in charge of this case was not on Do Chae-hee and the Awakener Crimes Department’s side.

Not only did they flatly state that evidence swept up by barging in without proper investigation couldn’t be considered proper evidence, but they even attacked Do Chae-hee who brought this case.

The fact that Do Chae-hee wasn’t indicted was thanks to the Special Law on Awakeners.

Still, Do Chae-hee didn’t give up.

Now that she could finally accomplish something properly, she didn’t want to back down just because she faced a few obstacles.

Still, there was hope.

There were witnesses who could directly testify about this incident. If just a few of those witnesses properly opened their mouths, they could properly overturn Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals.

If clear evidence came out that Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was involved, even the National Assembly would have to stop defending him.

But the witnesses were not cooperative at all.

“Ah, this? This is a wound I got from my own mistake.”

“There were no experiments.”

“Nothing happened at all!”

They didn’t have this attitude just a few days ago.

Whatever happened in that short time, everyone was completely terrified.

“Are you afraid of retaliation?”

People gave no answer to Do Chae-hee’s question.

If it were her from before, she would have said she would protect them so they should speak up. But now she knows. She has no right to rashly say she’ll protect these people.

She had already lost a witness before.

‘Han Jo-hee…’

Whether it was Kang Yi-sin who murdered him, or a third party. Do Chae-hee couldn’t protect him.

Despite involving Korea’s top pharmaceutical company, the media was strangely quiet.

It was as N said. The media and capital have already become one.

On social media and internet communities, opinions were floating around that those responsible at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals should be found and severely punished, but on TV or portal sites, not even the letter ‘H’ of Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals could be found.

Instead, what the media covered were gossip topics like drugs, adultery, and dating rumors. Scandals full of someone’s intention to divert the public’s attention burst one after another.

With sensational articles pouring out every day, the Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals incident gradually faded from public interest.

As soon as public interest cooled, they showed their true colors. Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk slipped away from this incident without even being indicted. The only person mentioned as responsible for this incident was just one researcher who had risen to the position of ‘research team leader’.

The rest of the people all had their tails cut off.

To think all this was led by just a team leader level person! Do Chae-hee shouted that there must be something behind this, but everyone said the same thing.

‘There’s no evidence.’

The numerous pieces of evidence Do Chae-hee had collected were all not adopted for various reasons. Because there was a high possibility of contamination in the evidence collection process, because the subject indicated in the documents was not clear, because responsibility could not be clearly determined.

There were many reasons, but the result was one.

That the real bad guys involved in this incident couldn’t be punished.

If no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t put the real bad guys behind bars.

“What on earth am I supposed to do?”

Do Chae-hee bit her lip.
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“This is going to be difficult.”

I clicked my tongue. Judging by how things were going, it seemed Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk would slip away smoothly this time too.

“Still, she tried hard.”

—Isn’t Do Chae-hee your enemy? Your evaluation is strangely positive.

I don’t dislike Do Chae-hee that much.

As Nam Ju-hyeon harshly evaluated, her vision is narrow, her stubbornness is unnecessarily strong, and she’s frustrating like a brick wall, but still, she threw herself in without sparing her body for justice.

Do Chae-hee is incompetent. That’s not just because Do Chae-hee is inadequate.

Why? Because this fight is one Do Chae-hee can’t win from the start.

It’s as if Do Chae-hee is playing chess against the opponent without knights, bishops, or queens.

While the opponent can do anything to win, it’s nearly impossible for Do Chae-hee to win in this unfair fight where she can’t break any rules.

“Moreover, even Park Cheol-wan, who has been with her all her life, is not on Do Chae-hee’s side.”

—This person Park Cheol-wan, perhaps…

“He’s not brainwashed by Seol Rok-jin, if that’s what you’re asking. He just chose. Between dying while living righteously, or surviving even if he becomes a cowardly bystander, he chose the latter.”

As Nam Ju-hyeon said, the reason Park Cheol-wan could rise to the director position was because he was a coward who chose to run away instead of facing problems.

“Park Cheol-wan is just a safety-first person. He won’t actively collude with those above for his own power, but he’ll gladly stay silent to protect his position.”

When people think of villains, they usually imagine someone like Seol Rok-jin. But in reality, it’s a few villains accompanied by many bystanders.

Evil is widespread.

Staying silent in the face of injustice is evil enough.

—Are you going to deal with that guy too?

“No.”


Unfortunately, there are many worse guys than bystanders. If we eliminate Park Cheol-wan, an even worse person will just take his place.

Anyway, ‘Dealing with Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk Justice Ver.’ ended in complete failure.

I sought out Nam Ju-hyeon.

“At this rate, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk will get away without any problems.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon made a serious face.

“Is that method really the only way?”

“I told you, this is the only way.”

This country is already rotten to the core. It may look fine on the outside, but justice has been dead in this country for a long time.

“Even with so much evidence, and a bunch of witnesses. Still nothing can be done? It ends with just one team leader?”

“They’ll pay a fine too. Though it’ll be a drop in the bucket compared to Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals’ profits.”

Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals will still be going strong. Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk will likewise not be discouraged at all.

I said to Nam Ju-hyeon:

“As promised, we’ll take over from here.”

* * *

After Nam Ju-hyeon disappeared, thick black shadows fell around me. In that pitch-dark darkness, the two people I had been waiting for appeared.

“I really thought I’d go crazy from boredom waiting.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who came down from the sand jaguar, wrinkled his nose.

“You’re riding that well these days.”

“Isn’t it cool?”

His face was full of pride. While I was with Nam Ju-hyeon, he had been making various things with sand and seemed to have become quite accustomed to handling it.


We could leave all transportation to Han Seo-hyeon from now on. At my gaze, Han Seo-hyeon shuddered slightly.

“W-what? What’s with that look?”

“I’m just looking because I’m proud?”

“Really? But why do I feel such a chill?”

Is his sixth sense developing too?

—What sixth sense, do you know what kind of eyes you were looking at that kid with?

‘What kind of eyes did I look with?’

—Eyes that said you want to eat him alive!

‘I have no intention of harming him at all.’

Ray was always harsh on me.

I asked Han Seo-hyeon:

“Where’s Jae-ho?”

At my call, Jae-ho suddenly popped out of my shadow.

“Ah, sh- you startled me.”

I almost swore.

I had told him to practice melding into shadows, but I didn’t expect him to become this skillful.

“You’ve both improved a lot.”

They say children grow up quickly when you’re not looking. I narrowed my eyes looking at Han Seo-hyeon. No, wait. It’s not just a saying…

“You, have you gotten taller too?”

No joke, your eye level has really become quite similar to mine now. At this rate, you’ll catch up to my height soon.


—You’re only about 178cm, aren’t you?

‘It’s 180cm if you round up.’

I grumbled internally like that. In no time at all, he’ll really catch up. Surely I won’t become the smallest in this Weltschmerz?

“You’ve grown a lot.”

“Really?”

His face that momentarily looked happy instantly crumpled.

“Don’t say things like that relative you meet once every few months!”

“Well, have you made many friends? Are you doing well in your studies? Do you have a girlfriend?”

“Ugh! I hate it!”

I chuckled. The laughter stops here. I spoke seriously to the two:

“You know what we’re going to do, right?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon nodded and said:

“I know, we’re going to catch a bad guy, right?”

“Yes, a very bad guy.”

I slowly explained the crimes Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk had committed. The human experiments that took place at Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals and the profits they took.

I felt sick thinking of him living extravagantly without any remorse on the golden tower built by taking the lives of innocent people. His crimes aren’t just that.

“And that person is also the one who created Bomnal Orphanage.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon quietly looked at Kim Jae-ho. Though Kim Jae-ho, who was actually involved in this incident, had a face without any thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon looked like he couldn’t bear how worried he was about Kim Jae-ho.

Still, they’ve grown quite attached over time.

I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“We can’t bring that person down by righteous methods.”

“Why?”

“Because this world is wrong.”

Do Chae-hee, Nam Ju-hyeon alone cannot deal with Kim Seong-deuk.

How difficult is it to carry out justice?

While the enemies employ all kinds of illegal methods and dirty tactics, justice alone is said not to do so.

“Winning righteously is an extremely difficult thing. Having to face someone who commits wrongs at will while not committing any wrongs yourself. There’s no game more unfair than this. Moreover, the ones who made this game are precisely those who should be judged.”

Member of the National Assembly.

Kim Seong-deuk was a person sitting in a position that should be the most righteous.

He, who should have worked for the people, instead used his power to fill his own greed.

“It takes an average of 7 years to make laws for people who are being harmed. Even when a law that will really save people is devised, it takes an enormous amount of time for that law to pass through the National Assembly and actually function as a law. But unlike that, some laws always pass at the speed of light.”

Laws that benefit members of the National Assembly.

“Like raising the salaries of members of the National Assembly, or improving the treatment after their terms end. Laws that cater to their convenience always pass in an instant.”

Why? Because they’re the ones making the laws.

Are there only one of such laws? No, there are tens, hundreds. Since the appearance of awakeners, members of the National Assembly have made countless laws to secure their own rice bowls.

“Do Chae-hee can never beat Kim Seong-deuk.”

No matter what she does, the result was predetermined.

“Justice has too many weaknesses.”

People say justice is right. So they think it’s natural for justice to win.

But at the same time, they are stricter than anyone on the victory of justice.

If even a tiny speck of soot gets on pure white justice, they condemn it saying this isn’t true justice, that you’re just the same human after all despite talking about justice.

Must justice be perfect to be justice?

Why do they only point fingers at the soot splattered on justice while ignoring the truly black things?

While saying they want justice to win more than anything, why do they apply harsher standards to justice than anyone else?

“That’s why we have to step in.”

* * *

“Of course I’m not indicted! It’s not because you’re great! There’s no one in this Korea who can put me, Kim Seong-deuk, in the courtroom! The problem is this. That there’s someone who dared to target me, no, should I say a woman?”

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was spewing curses into his phone. His face, covered in greed, was trembling with anger.

“Cut her off, or get rid of her. No, it’s troublesome if it’s too obvious. We should deal with it after some time… I don’t care if she’s an awakener or whatever. Who am I, I’m Kim Seong-deuk! Since she dared to target me, she should pay the price. Look at her running around like a thundering fool not knowing what process and procedure are! We need to cut off the roots completely.”

I snorted listening to Kim Seong-deuk’s arrogant words. Well, he has reason to be so confident. He probably still feels like this world is his.

I listened to the guy’s words while leaning back in a chair.

Oh, why is there a chair in the air, you ask?

It’s a sand chair Han Seo-hyeon made. It sticks right to the wall and supports me comfortably, the seating comfort is the best.

I sat there listening to Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s nonsense. Even while Kim Seong-deuk was raising his voice and making a fuss, the security guards inside were falling one by one to Kim Jae-ho.

Infiltrating Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s office was easier than eating cold porridge.

There were bodyguards, but awakeners were few. Even those few awakeners were below 5-Circle. They weren’t even a snack for Kim Jae-ho.

‘As expected, these people have no sense of crisis at all despite committing such acts.’

Well, things might be a bit different after today.

I pressed the radio in my ear and spoke to Kim Jae-ho.

“Don’t kill them, Jae-ho.”

[…Understood.]

We decided to just knock out all the bodyguards. They’re not involved in crimes for now anyway. They’re only guilty of working as bodyguards for money, right?

Well, if they’re involved in other crimes, I’ll cut their necks right away.

—How do you know they’re not involved in other crimes?

‘I asked Ms. Nam Ju-hyeon. I don’t know what she did, but she said she could access the database of those bodyguards.’

The people here were all innocent people from a security company. Well, the stock price of the security company might plummet after this incident breaks out, but that’s not my concern.

Even as his shields around him were disappearing one by one, Kim Seong-deuk didn’t notice a thing.

While I waited outside the building until the neutralization of the bodyguards was complete, Kim Seong-deuk tirelessly made calls here and there.

Seol Rok-jin wasn’t among them.

In the past, Seol Rok-jin and Kim Seong-deuk were quite close.

It was Kim Seong-deuk who brought Seol Rok-jin in his early 20s into the opposition party and opened his political career, so they had to be close.

‘He even met his wife through Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s introduction.’

Ray asked in surprise at my muttering.

—What, that guy? He was even married?

‘Yes, though it was a thoroughly show window couple. He even brainwashed his own wife.’

That woman is really pitiful when I think about it now. It seems she tried to love Seol Rok-jin sincerely. As soon as Seol Rok-jin noticed her feelings, he turned her into a puppet.

It was heartbreaking even for me watching from the side.

‘I knew he was that kind of person from the start, but I didn’t know he would do that even to his own wife. Though it was a political marriage to begin with.’

Still, if you went as far as marriage, shouldn’t your feelings change naturally?

It was behavior I absolutely couldn’t understand as someone who had fantasies about marriage since childhood.

Having lost my parents at a very young age, I couldn’t remember the time when I had a family. I only knew from hearing that my parents were caught up in a Gate accident. As such, I had many fantasies about family.

My dream was to marry a foxy wife and raise rabbit-like children.

Though my determination to get married completely disappeared because of Seol Rok-jin.

—Well, I would lose all thoughts of marriage too if there was a person who didn’t even treat his own wife as a human like that.

‘Well, it wasn’t particularly because of that. There was another incident.’

—What incident?

‘I’ll tell you about that later.’

—Why do you always stop talking when you make people curious! Why do you always say you’ll tell later!

‘Well, because it seems our kids have finished their preparations.’

A crow that had sat beside me at some point was signaling with its wings that all preparations were complete.

I slowly lowered my body. The sand chair moved softly as if sensing my intention.

Sand that entered through the window gap released the lock. I lightly placed my foot on the windowsill and carefully opened the window.

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was still in the middle of spewing curses at someone.

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, who turned his head at the cold air rushing in from behind, opened his mouth looking at me.

Before he could say anything, I threw the dagger attached to my thigh and pinned Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s hand to his cell phone like a skewer.

“Hello there.”

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s face turned pale blue as he looked at my mask.
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Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk let out a loud scream from the pain of his hand being pierced.

“Aaaaargh!”

“I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss as if you’re wronged. It’s all what you’ve done.”

I opened my mouth while slowly walking towards Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, who was screaming.

“You say they ignored process and procedure? You enjoyed ignoring process and procedure too. If you were someone who followed process and procedure well, you couldn’t have done things like human experiments in the first place.”

I started pointing out one by one what Kim Seong-deuk had been yelling about on the phone.

Should I say it’s so typical that he’s cursing Do Chae-hee without even thinking about what he’s done?

“The pot calling the kettle black.”

I clicked my tongue.

“Ugh, uuh, my, my hand.”

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk trembled like a bug from just having his hand pierced.

It was ridiculous to me, knowing what he had done. Did this person tear those young children to pieces while trembling like this from just this much?

At that moment, the door burst open. Seeing black sand and shadows enter the room, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk collapsed on the spot. Looking at that face trembling with fear, I sighed.

Yes, Kim Seong-deuk was just this kind of person.

“Why, why are you doing this to me? Hmm? What do you need to do this? Do, do you need money?”

Kim Seong-deuk asked me with a desperate face.

“Well, I do need it.”

At my words, hope sprouted on Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s face.

“But I don’t need your money.”

I cruelly crushed Kim Seong-deuk’s hope with one word.


“I’ll return exactly what you did.”

I said while standing crookedly.

I pulled back Kim Jae-ho, who had his fist clenched. This guy is really too wicked to die instantly with his head bursting.

“I’ll take care of this. You two go out.”

The two had to leave here.

What’s going to happen in here is going to be rated R.

I told them not to come in from the start, why did they come this far?

Han Seo-hyeon pouted at my words and said:

“What if I don’t want to leave?”

“If you want to join in, become an adult first and come back.”

“Why was it okay when we killed other guys, but not this one?”

At that question, I shrugged my shoulders and said:

“Because I’m not going to kill this guy cleanly like those people.”

At my words saying I’d let him join when he becomes an adult later, Han Seo-hyeon grumbled but obediently headed outside.

Even though Han Seo-hyeon left the room, Kim Jae-ho remained in place.

“What are you doing, not leaving?”

“I am an adult.”

Yeah, no you’re not.

I chased Kim Jae-ho out too.

The smile disappeared from my face. I slowly turned around.


“It’s time to pay for your crimes, esteemed Assemblyman.”

At my words, Kim Seong-deuk trembled and spewed out words.

“P-please think about it one more time. I’ll give you anything you want! If you don’t need money, how about something else? You’re an a-awakener, right! I have lots of things especially good for awakeners.”

“How many people have you lured with words like that? Did they all fall for such words?”

“Please…”

“I heard what you were saying earlier. ‘There’s no one in this Korea who can put me, Kim Seong-deuk, in the courtroom’, right?”

I approached the guy while lowering my head.

Certainly, the current courts of Korea can never catch this monster. As he said, Kim Seong-deuk wouldn’t even be indicted in the first place.

“Unfortunately for you, my trial doesn’t need anything. No witnesses, no evidence.”

At my words, Kim Seong-deuk trembled. Now he’s getting it. That nothing he has can stop me.

“There’s only one thing needed in this trial.”

I walked up to Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk and stomped on his hand.

“Aaaaargh!”

I whispered to him as he writhed in pain.

“Conviction. Just the conviction that you committed all those acts.”

I have no reason to fight on a playing field tilted in his favor. I have no reason to follow the rules of the world made by corrupt people. Nothing Kim Seong-deuk has built up can stop me.

The only thing needed for my trial is one thing.

Just the fact that he is a criminal who committed unforgivable sins.

“With that one thing, I can put you on trial.”

I ground my foot.


Thump thump.

Like a judge holding a gavel.

“And in this trial, I gladly sentence you to death.”

Despair began to spread in Kim Seong-deuk’s eyes as he looked at my smiling mask.

* * *

I didn’t show Kim Seong-deuk’s corpse to Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon.

The appearance was a bit off even to me, to the point where I would say it looked a bit bad.

It must have been a very long and arduous time for Kim Seong-deuk, but considering the victims who lost their lives because of him, it was pain as brief as a flash.

But I had to let him go.

The sun will rise soon, and then everything we’ve done will be revealed.

I decided to hang Kim Seong-deuk’s corpse on a noticeable building.

We could have hacked the surrounding CCTV, but we left it as is.

Instead, I left the task of moving the corpse to the skeleton.

The scene of the skeleton clattering and hanging up the corpse would look like an old horror movie.

Unlike the body with no intact parts, I didn’t touch Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s face at all.

Shouldn’t they know who it is as soon as they see it?

Just in case they might wander around looking for the culprit, I kindly hung a sign on Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s body.

I don’t know how the world will react to Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s death.

At least Do Chae-hee will probably be up in arms. Won’t she jump up and down saying why we took away her chance, asking if we think she’d be happy with ‘resolving’ things this way?

But still, you couldn’t deal with this guy with your methods yet.

It’s a very small help.

There are many ways to deal with villains in this world. But unfortunately, righteous methods, methods that good people would insist on, cannot punish true villains.

Even if that’s more right, even if that’s the way to create a better world. Punishing villains with that method is ‘still’ impossible.

But the villain’s method is different.

Because.

We don’t have to give a damn about the world’s rules.

—You look like you feel much better.

“Yes. I used to think I wanted to hit that person once back then.”

—It’s not just hitting once though, is it?

“Compared to what that person did, this is just like getting hit hard once, well.”

For someone who tore apart and killed young children’s bodies, shouldn’t he feel at least this much before dying?

I narrowed my eyes looking at the rising sun.

It’s time to return to our place again.

If there’s one drawback to the villain’s method, it’s that you have to become a villain.

I couldn’t meet my best friend, and had to live in the shadows all my life avoiding righteous people.

The evaluation of what I do will always be the worst, and no one will be grateful for what I do.

It would be a lie to say I have no regrets at all.

‘Actually, I’ve thought about it once or twice. Just giving up everything and leaving as I please.’

—You mean abandoning everything?

‘Yes.’

But if someone’s hands had to be stained with black blood, there was no place more fitting than my hands.

Considering what I did in my previous life, I should do my share of atonement.

As I was immersed in sentiment, Han Seo-hyeon spoke to me from the side.

“Is it all over now?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s go eat breakfast.”

At those nonchalant words, the thoughts filling my head instantly scattered.

“Should we go home to eat?”

“Let’s have a bowl of soup at that soup restaurant over there?”

“You’re only eighteen, but your taste buds are already like that?”

“It’s because I’ve been eating egg fried rice for a whole month because of someone, so I just crave some hot soup? I’m seriously sick of egg fried rice, can’t you make other dishes too?”

I dismissed Han Seo-hyeon’s complaints about side dishes. When I was young, I ate well whatever was served, why is he so dissatisfied?

“What about Jae-ho?”

“Anything is fine for me.”

“I hate it most when people say anything.”

At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon nudged Kim Jae-ho’s side and whispered to him.

“Say soup, soup.”

“Soup.”

Like a printer, Kim Jae-ho outputted the answer given from beside him exactly.

“But what is soup?”

Oh my, I laughed emptily.

Still, as long as those kids are around, this life isn’t all that bad.

That’s what I thought.

* * *

The news of Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s death soon made the whole country buzz. The janitor who first discovered the body was so terrified he couldn’t even make a proper report call. That’s how horrific the discovered body looked.

Revenge killing.

Do Chae-hee held her breath when she heard the news.

When she thought she had hit a wall, the matter was resolved in a completely different way.

“Weltschmerz.”

A sign was hanging on Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s body.

[Weltschmerz Maker]

Weltschmerz Maker, it said.

As if Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk had made this pessimistic and depressing world they speak of.

Anyone could see it was punishment related to the incident involving Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk and Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals.

All the media started talking about this murder by Weltschmerz. Meanwhile, the things Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk had desperately tried to bury during his lifetime started surfacing one after another. And on the internet, the truths they had hidden were continuously exposed.

The timid media finally started writing articles as if watching for reactions, and witnesses who had kept their mouths tightly shut began to open up one by one.

At last, Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals could be properly put on trial. They could request summons not only for the team leader but also the chairman above.

Was it this simple?

What made all this possible was Weltschmerz, whom Do Chae-hee had so wanted to catch.

“Come to think of it, it was also Weltschmerz who attacked Bomnal Orphanage that no one knew about and was buried.”

They were clearly villains.

Villains who had killed dozens of people so far.

But those villains accomplished what she couldn’t do.

‘What on earth have I been doing?’

When Do Chae-hee was feeling empty, Park Cheol-wan appeared before her. Park Cheol-wan’s face was a mess, as if he had been through mental anguish in the past few days.

“Let’s talk.”

Do Chae-hee, whose face was as haggard as Park Cheol-wan’s, nodded and moved her steps with him.

When they reached a quiet place, Park Cheol-wan, who was rolling his eyes anxiously, slowly opened his mouth.

“You know too. My aunt’s health isn’t good. She hasn’t been married long…”

Park Cheol-wan’s story continued quite long. After hearing all that, Do Chae-hee clenched her fist and said:

“So you compromised with those guys because of that?”

Park Cheol-wan sighed. Knowing what kind of person Do Chae-hee was, he knew that whatever he said wouldn’t get through to her.

“They say evil doesn’t run away, but it turns out it didn’t need to run away.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Park Cheol-wan exploded:

“I want to catch bad guys too. Of course, that’s why I became a police officer and joined the Awakener Crimes team. You know that.”

Certainly, Park Cheol-wan always showed a strong stance against criminals. He must have caught dozens, hundreds of criminals.

But he compromised with the people he should never have compromised with.

“Wasn’t Kim Seong-deuk a bad person? What about the people who operated illegal Gates?”

“We can’t catch all the evil that exists in this world.”

“Those people made fools of us. They made it so we couldn’t do anything. They pulled our teeth and cut our nails. Compromise? You called it compromise?”

Do Chae-hee shouted.

“This isn’t compromise! It’s submission! How is it different from prostrating ourselves and begging for our lives? What did you do it for? For a slightly more comfortable life?”

“A comfortable life? No, I did it to survive!”

Park Cheol-wan shouted at her.

“If you just turn a blind eye, that’s it. They’re people we can’t deal with anyway. What if I had fought them? If I had dug into that case? Chae-hee, you don’t know. You don’t know what kind of hell I’ve walked through.”

There were many people who shouted for justice. But in the end, only Park Cheol-wan remained. Park Cheol-wan told Do Chae-hee.

That this was the only way to survive.

“I didn’t do anything bad. I never committed any crimes. I just, I just turned a blind eye for a moment. I had no choice but to do so to protect the person I love.”

“You’re a coward. Really cowardly.”

Do Chae-hee closed her eyes and opened them again looking at Park Cheol-wan.

She hated Weltschmerz.

But in this situation, does she have the right to curse them? When such things were happening right beside her?

“We shouldn’t compromise, if no one else.”

“Why? We’re ordinary people too!”

“Because if we compromise, if we turn a blind eye, people who really need help will die lonely without knowing anything! Because someone might die because of our compromise, our turning away! If you wanted to compromise, if you wanted to turn a blind eye, you shouldn’t have become a police officer at least.”

At those words, Park Cheol-wan clenched his fist. Park Cheol-wan opened his mouth as if advising Do Chae-hee.

“Reality isn’t so beautiful. Even if I don’t stop you, others will stand in your way.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Do Chae-hee opened her mouth as if growling.

“Because I’d rather choose a righteous death than survive cowardly.”
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As soon as he saw me standing in front of the door, Professor Geum trembled.

“Why have you come here again!”

“How can you embarrass a guest like this?”

“Some guests are better than others!”

Though trembling, Professor Geum obediently opened the door. When I sat on the sofa, he even brought out water.

“Last time you gave me expensive tea, but now that I’ve come alone, you won’t even give me tea?”

“Even water is wasted on you!”

At those words, I looked at the water glass with a gloomy expression.

“Oh, I’m joking. Should I bring you tea?”

It was funny to see him flustered when I pretended to be hurt. When I stayed silent, Professor Geum quickly brought out tea and cake.

“French Earl Grey and strawberry cream cake.”

“Yes, thank you.”

Seeing that he even brought out cake, he must really feel sorry. This is what happens when you try to act coldly despite having a soft heart from the start.

By the way, why does a man in his 30s have this kind of cake? The unnecessarily pretty teacup makes it feel even stranger.

Professor Geum took a big bite of cake with a fork and made an expression of utter happiness.

“Mmm, the cake from this place is really delicious. No matter how many times I eat it, I don’t get tired of…”

Professor Geum, who was talking like that, suddenly came to his senses.

“Wait, why did you come today anyway?”

“I have a lot to talk about this and that.”

“You and me?”


Professor Geum exaggeratedly pointed at me and himself one by one while twitching his eyebrows.

“Yes.”

“W-what is there to talk about? It’s not like there’s anything between us…”

While saying that, I desperately held back the urge to shout internally like the female protagonist of a shoujo manga: Don’t make our fingers touch! It feels weird!

I shouldn’t get caught up with this person.

“You saw the news article about this incident, right?”

“W-what article.”

The whole world is in an uproar over what I did, and he’s been oblivious until now? I wonder if he knows or doesn’t know that his hands are trembling right now.

Professor Geum was truly the worst liar.

I asked:

“How was it?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You saw it.”

At my words, Professor Geum put down the teacup he was drinking from. His eyeballs hidden behind round glasses flashed. Professor Geum, who sighed deeply, threw away his playful attitude and said:

“Executing a sitting member of the National Assembly like that. It was truly insane.”

“You know that guy, right? That he was such a bad person that he deserved to die.”

“If we kill members of the National Assembly just because they’re bad people, the species called National Assembly members in Korea would go extinct.”

As he said, most of the current Korean National Assembly members are thieves. Certainly, if we killed all the bad guys, the country would collapse.

“Still, it felt somewhat satisfying.”

I thought it was a production that would appeal to a chuunibyou otaku like him.


Though Professor Geum’s appearance of scratching his cheeks that were flushed unpleasantly red was uncomfortable to look at, it’s not a bad reaction for me.

I said to Professor Geum:

“That satisfying thing, I’m thinking of doing it a few more times in the future, want to do it together?”

“What?”

Originally, I was planning to abandon, no, entrust Lee Hye-won and Nam Ju-hyeon to this Professor Geum like last time. And I was thinking of just pretending not to know.

—You’re getting used to abandonment.

‘It’s not abandonment. It’s fostering.’

Still, we can’t bring outsiders into our Weltschmerz base that claims to be villains. What if they leak our base location to others later?

The only perfect way to keep a secret in this world is to silence them by killing them.

It’s too wasteful to send them off like that when we’ve just barely made them our allies.

—Every time you say such things nonchalantly, it gives me goosebumps.

‘That’s why I’m making this effort to not see that sight.’

So bringing someone into the Weltschmerz base is not allowed.

But the problem is that there are too many enemies to just take them anywhere.

Professor Geum was the perfect foster care provider. I’ll say it again. It’s not abandonment. It’s foster care.

Do you think it’s common to find someone who not only has wealth but also has connections to the underworld and can receive physical help in emergencies?

Moreover, Professor Geum has a soft heart despite his appearance.

Despite claiming to be a mad scientist, he’s probably never directly killed a person.

—That side isn’t normal either. Though he might not have killed directly, it seems he’s disposed of people many times through his friends.

‘Well, what’s wrong with having good friends? Without even that much backbone, you’d just be pushed around everywhere.’


After organizing my thoughts, I said to Professor Geum:

“No matter how I think about it, it’s too wasteful to cut ties like this. It’s really hard to find someone like you, Professor Geum, who not only has ability but also matches my taste perfectly.”

It’s just too wasteful to think of Professor Geum as merely a foster care home to throw people at in emergencies.

I glanced at Professor Geum and continued speaking.

“Working with me will be full of interesting things. You saw this incident, right? To be honest, this incident wasn’t that fun. Why? Because there was no one to work with me in a more fun way.”

Professor Geum is a typical hedonist. He always wants exciting things to happen around him. But unfortunately, hardly any interesting things happen where he works.

Well, the Black Shadow, operated by Baek Do-san, has already entered a completely stable phase, so no special incidents occur. Even if an accident happens, Baek Do-san will take care of it.

Moreover, since Baek Do-san is an efficient person, he probably won’t entertain Professor Geum’s pranks.

But I’m different. It’s not for nothing that Professor Geum shows unconditional favor towards me.

Though Baek Do-san intervened in the middle and sent a warning, I think there’s still room to persuade him to my side.

If he really intended to cut ties with me, he would have kicked Lee Hye-won out without hesitation.

—You tested the waters with Lee Hye-won?

‘Well, to some extent.’

The reason he accepted Lee Hye-won despite hating to let someone into his house is because of me.

Professor Geum doesn’t dislike me. Rather, I think he likes me.

To the extent of subtly ignoring even his friend’s advice.

So don’t you think there’s a chance?

“Isn’t your current life extremely boring and tedious?”

At my words, Professor Geum’s shoulders trembled.

At that reaction, I slightly narrowed my eyes and smiled.

Seducing Professor Geum is a very simple task. Why?

Because this person is crazy about finding something interesting in a boring life.

“If you join us, there will be lots of fun things, I tell you?”

“For example?”

“This incident, what would have happened if you were with us, Professor Geum?”

“Oh, oh.”

At those words, Professor Geum opened his eyes wide.

“If it were me, I would have done it more spectacularly. Make the message more clearly imprinted. I would have even installed fireworks that explode after some time around. Like, ta-da! Behold the end of this bad guy!”

…This person really has bad taste.

—You’re the one who left that corny sentence ‘Weltschmerz Maker’.

‘He’s talking about fireworks!’

My side is much more moderate, right? Well, still, I respect Professor Geum’s taste. If I could somehow draw him to our side, I could respect any grotesque taste a million times.

“Honestly, I was disappointed that you didn’t accept the request last time. I thought it would look cool if we put masks made by you on all our kids.”

—Are you serious? Are you guys Power Rangers or something?

‘…I have to say things like this to seduce that otaku.’

“A-all of them wearing masks I made?”

As expected, Professor Geum took the bait immediately.

“Yes, you know. That the best villains need the best equipment. I’ve been using the mask you gave me well. Now everyone trembles just seeing the mask.”

At those words, Professor Geum covered his mouth. Judging by his ears turning red, that reaction is ‘genuine’.

“The mask I made becoming a symbol of fear, you mean.”

“Yes, of course. It will become such a symbol that criminals tremble just seeing it.”

Though Professor Geum wasn’t particularly a righteous person, he wouldn’t be able to resist his creation becoming such a symbol.

“Damn, I really tried not to get involved with you guys anymore.”

He’s completely fallen for it.

“But still, damn. I can’t resist this. I thought no one would fulfill my dream.”

After muttering like that for a while, Professor Geum said with an excited face:

“Colors?”

“Colors?”

“Yes, red would be yours, right? Since there are only three so far, should we do green and blue for the rest?”

“…We’re villains, so I was thinking of going with black.”

Who are you trying to make into a childish tokusatsu show!

—You’re the one with a serious black obsession!

As usual, I dismissed Ray’s grumbling.

“More than that, there’s something I want to ask you.”

Finally, the runaway engineer has returned.

There were lots of things we needed.

* * *

“What’s the matter?”

[Well, you see. I’m thinking of helping those guys a bit.]

Baek Do-san twitched his eyebrows at the voice coming through the phone. Because he had no idea who ‘those guys’ Professor Geum was talking about were.

“Who?”

He wondered what this was suddenly about, but with the following words, Baek Do-san finally understood what Professor Geum meant.

“Weltschmerz, you’re thinking of getting on the same boat as those guys?”

[Not quite the same boat! It’s just that what they’re doing looks fun.]

He knew he was someone who hated boredom and chased after fun, but he didn’t expect him to meet with those guys again despite his warning. No, it must be that guy who seduced Professor Geum.

[Your words make sense, but still, watching those guys is just too fun. I can’t bear not joining in.]

Even as Baek Do-san’s thoughts continued, Professor Geum’s words went on at length. Seeing him babbling while all excited, it was already too late to stop him.

He might feel a bit hurt.

But didn’t he know this is what he’s like?

Baek Do-san sighed internally. He knew Professor Geum wouldn’t budge on matters like this even though he seemed to follow his words well.

He had strange tastes since childhood.

Recalling the grotesque tastes he could never understand even as long-time friends, Baek Do-san sighed internally.

Weltschmerz. Honestly, they were guys he didn’t want near his friend.

They were dangerous. Like guys who would charge into a gunpowder warehouse wrapped in burning straw.

It would be one thing if they were complete villains, but they seemed especially so as they moved awkwardly for this world.

But if it’s something that makes his friend, Professor Geum, happy.

“Whatever it is, just don’t get hurt. Geum Chan-myeong, if you get hurt, I’ll go tear those guys apart with my own hands no matter what you say.”

Hearing his name after a long time, Professor Geum, Geum Chan-myeong, laughed as if it felt awkward.

[What’s this, you even calling my name.]

“Promise. That you’ll be careful.”

[Don’t worry about me.]

After hanging up the phone, Baek Do-san fell into thought.

By the way, this guy and that guy.

Baek Do-san slipped his hand into his pocket and took out his smartphone.

[I’ll find that guy myself

Don’t interfere unnecessarily

Just do your own job well.]

That uncute little brother is making such big talk without even knowing who took his money.

Kang Yi-sin.

How funny it was when he found out that the guy operating under the name Weltschmerz was the one who took his half-brother’s money.

‘I was thinking of telling Chan-myeong to tell that guy to pay back the debt.’

Baek Do-san shrugged his shoulders.

He decided to stop interfering in the affairs of the two people who ignore advice.

He definitely wasn’t sulking.

Hmm, definitely not.
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After wrapping up things with Professor Geum, I went straight to meet Nam Ju-hyeon.

Nam Ju-hyeon came alone at my call. I put on my mask and stepped in front of her.

“Where did Ms. Lee Hee-won go?”

“Eeek, can you stop popping out like that? I really almost had a heart attack.”

“I’m sorry about that. It’s become a habit to reduce my footsteps.”

At my excuse, Nam Ju-hyeon made an even more disgusted expression and said while pushing back her hair that had fallen forward:

“I left Lee Hee-won behind for a bit. There’s no danger or anything.”

—It seems she’s completely shed her fear of you now.

‘Well, I’m the one who introduced Lee Hye-won in the first place, so it doesn’t make sense for her to bring Lee Hye-won to deal with me either.’

Moreover, considering what we’re going to talk about today, it’s more convenient if that person is absent.

Though only a few days had passed, Nam Ju-hyeon looked a bit different in that time.

She had a face that seemed to have learned a lot from this Kim Seong-deuk incident.

Nam Ju-hyeon, who sighed, said to me:

“In the end, it turned out as you said.”

“Hmm. But it’s still too early to say it’s a complete defeat, isn’t it? The trial and everything haven’t even properly started yet. I just intervened in the middle.”

“Even if the trial had ended, nothing would have changed. In the end, Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk wouldn’t have stood in court.”

Nam Ju-hyeon smiled bitterly at the sense of powerlessness that they failed to even indict Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk despite numerous pieces of evidence.

To begin with, since the prosecution was on their side, I thought it was natural, but the side that confirmed this country called Korea is rotten from the roots seems quite discouraged.

“I feel a bit powerless. I feel like no matter how hard I try, there’s nothing I can change.”

“Still, if it weren’t for you, this incident would have been completely buried.”


“Hmm.”

“I moved because of the evidence you brought too.”

“But you already knew.”

“If I had killed Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk without the story you spread? Then Kim Seong-deuk’s death would have been meaningless. I would have just ended up being a crazy person.”

“But still, not all of Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s crimes have been revealed. People still think you’re a crazy person.”

“Well, I don’t care about my image anyway.”

Still, this incident wasn’t completely meaningless.

It could have ended up just spreading as a murder case of a sitting member of the National Assembly, but thanks to Nam Ju-hyeon’s efforts, the Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals incident keeps surfacing.

Sitting members of the National Assembly will also be scared of me because of this incident. This is just the beginning.

“This is a warning. That you could die if you do bad things.”

If this kind of thing is repeated several times in the future, it will gradually become clear.

That ‘Weltschmerz kills those who commit evil deeds’.

No matter how bad my image is, or whatever. The public will gradually come to believe that ‘bad guys’ die.

“If they don’t want to die, they’ll all be careful for now. They’ll reduce their external actions, and maybe they’ll hesitate a bit every time they commit bad deeds they used to do without thinking.”

That’s enough for now.

At my expression, Nam Ju-hyeon tilted her head. She still had a face that didn’t understand well. Well, I didn’t expect her to understand right away in the first place.

I asked Nam Ju-hyeon:

“What do you plan to do from now on?”

At my question, Nam Ju-hyeon blinked her eyes. Her pupils hidden behind her glasses trembled slightly.

But only for a moment, Nam Ju-hyeon took a deep breath and asked me:


“What do you plan to do?”

Is she suddenly asking how I’ll behave?

“I realized from this incident. You’re not a simple villain, are you?”

Even though she trembled every time she saw me just a few days ago. She asks boldly again.

“What do you mean by not a simple villain?”

Nam Ju-hyeon continued speaking without minding my lukewarm attitude.

“I realized something from this incident. That when enemies fight dirty, I have to fight dirty too!”

“Are you referring to me when you say fighting dirty?”

I quietly pointed at myself with my finger. At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon, whose face turned pale, suddenly waved her hands and said:

“No! I don’t mean you’re dirty! What is it, that finishing move! It’s like a finishing move feeling! Like this side has a trump card too?”

She seemed to be treating me comfortably earlier, but I guess not. Seeing her trembling all over, she still seems afraid of me.

—Even if she had thoughts of treating you comfortably, wouldn’t those thoughts have flown away the moment she saw Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk you finely chopped up?

‘Tsk. I couldn’t let him go peacefully considering what that guy did.’

Nam Ju-hyeon, who gathered herself, glanced at me and continued speaking:

“Anyway, I want to continue doing this work in the future too. I received your help this time, but someday I want to try catching those bad guys with just my own strength. So I’ll keep trying.”

Oh, she’s still bold. Well, she’s not someone who would be discouraged by one failure. Nam Ju-hyeon watched my reaction and asked:

“S-so what do you plan to do from now on?”

“Why are you asking that?”

“As I said earlier, y-you feel like a finishing move to me. I was wondering if I could dare to receive your help in the future too.”

To Nam Ju-hyeon, I, that is, Weltschmerz, must still be an unknown entity. We’re clearly bad guys, but we were strangely cooperative in this incident and ended up helping catch an even worse guy.


Apart from the media calling us bastards who should be killed, we must have become an entity that’s ambiguous to define as evil from Nam Ju-hyeon’s perspective.

Finishing move.

I tilted my head at those words.

“Can you trust me?”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale.

“Huuuh?”

I am a criminal. It’s troublesome if Nam Ju-hyeon perceives me as too much of a ‘good side’.

“But you helped catch Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk this time…”

“Does that make me a good person?”

“Uh, well.”

At times like this, she could give insincere praise, but Nam Ju-hyeon firmly closed her mouth.

—That’s right, the words ‘good guy’ definitely won’t come out.

Well, it’s not like I’m newly hurt.

Rather, it’s more chilling if she sees me in a good light. If she sees me as a good person despite having done so many bad things, she’s the psychopath. Hmm, that’s right.

“You might not know, but I don’t pay taxes in this country.”

At my sudden words, Nam Ju-hyeon looked at me tilting her head. She had a face that didn’t expect a criminal to mention taxes.

“So sometimes I try to clean up bad guys as if paying taxes.”

“Is, is that the concept?”

“Yes, I’m a patriot in my own way.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon’s mouth gaped open. I chuckled and continued speaking:

“Do you have a place to go?”

“Huh?”

“Do you have money?”

At those words, Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale. As she rummaged through her pockets, I wonder what misunderstanding she had. At this point, I’m not even angry.

“I’m not trying to take your money, I’m asking if you have money to use for your activities in the future.”

“Ah! If that’s the case, ah, I don’t have any at all.”

She still has no plans at all.

“Surely you’re not thinking of going back to the house you were living in and going to work with a nonchalant face?”

“Well, that side has already, I’ve taken too many unauthorized absences so I can’t go back…”

After this incident, Nam Ju-hyeon, that is, N, became a public enemy. Since she excitedly spilled information after Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk died, anyone who should know would know the name N.

If it’s discovered that Nam Ju-hyeon is N, she probably won’t be able to die peacefully.

It’s not that I’m ignoring Nam Ju-hyeon’s abilities, but her problem is that she lacks power compared to the abilities she has.

Talent without the strength to protect oneself is no different from misfortune.

“I’ve talked to Professor Geum you met last time, so receive his help from now on.”

I don’t intend to recruit Nam Ju-hyeon into Weltschmerz, but I plan to keep taking care of her in the future. If I put her outside, she’d probably be found dead within days.

“For now, Professor Geum is your caretaker, but I’m your employer.”

“You’re thinking of employing me?”

Nam Ju-hyeon looked at me with a surprised face.

“What on earth do you want me to do…”

“What you need to do is simple.”

I continued speaking to Nam Ju-hyeon:

“Find the bad guys eating away at this country. And dig into their backgrounds and let the people of this world know they’re bad guys. If you mark targets like that…”

I tilted my head.

Though it’s meaningless since all Nam Ju-hyeon sees is a smiling mask, I was smiling.

“I’ll take care of them.”

“Eeeek.”

Nam Ju-hyeon was terrified at my words.

“If you can handle it yourself, I won’t intervene, but as you’ve seen, the villains of this country all tend to get away well.”

“But y-you’re, a villain, aren’t you?”

“I promise. I won’t harm civilians.”

“Those young children…”

“I can’t tell you exactly what happened to those children, but I’ll tell you one thing. I didn’t harm those children.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon narrowed her eyes. It was a face gauging whether she could trust me. But soon Nam Ju-hyeon nodded.

“Alright. At least you don’t seem like someone who would harm innocent children.”

—What is this trust?

At Ray’s words, I internally cleared my throat and asked Nam Ju-hyeon:

“Can you do it well?”

The only thing I can provide is money. It’s all up to Nam Ju-hyeon to chase after bad guys and dig up meaningful evidence.

Nam Ju-hyeon nodded at my question.

“I have a rough idea of how to do it.”

“Ah, if you ever need to write an article related to Weltschmerz…”

I said to Nam Ju-hyeon:

“Don’t try to shield us unnecessarily, just publish the facts as they are.”

Ray, who heard my words, asked:

—Why, isn’t this an opportunity to reform your image?

‘What’s the use of a villain having a good image?’

If she puts up nonsensical shields, it’ll be revealed that I’m behind Nam Ju-hyeon. If that happens, Nam Ju-hyeon’s credibility will fall too. I can’t lose a precious speaker I’ve just gained so ridiculously.

“If possible, it would be good to curse more. To make it look like you and us are completely at odds.”

At my words, Nam Ju-hyeon clenched her fists and said:

“Alright! I’ll curse you thoroughly! So that anyone who sees it will think you’re bastards! Think you’re sons of bitches!”

Ah, you don’t need to try that hard?

* * *

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk was murdered in his office. The unprecedented incident of a sitting member of the Korean National Assembly being murdered in his office while working. Naturally, Korea was turned upside down, and Yoo Chae-rin, the only psychometry ability user in Korea, had no choice but to come to the scene crying.

Though the gravity of the matter was serious so it was understandable, at the same time she wondered if this was really something only she was needed for.

‘It’s already obvious who the culprit is.’

From the moment she saw the horrible state of the corpse, her mind became so unstable she could develop an anxiety disorder.

Psychometry is not omnipotent. Sometimes she cannot read anything at all.

But in a space imbued with such intense thoughts, she inevitably reads things related to those thoughts.

Since Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk died after horrible torture, the scene Yoo Chae-rin would see was bound to be terrible.

‘I don’t want to see, I really hate this.’

Yoo Chae-rin entered the scene with a crying face.

The scene was covered in blood. The smell of blood that had started to rot after a few days was so unpleasant that just a slight whiff made her feel nauseous.

Yoo Chae-rin bit her lip. Her body trembled. She was afraid and nauseated.

Ugh, Yoo Chae-rin grimaced and placed her palm on the floor where blood stains still remained.

Soon after, what had happened there poured into Yoo Chae-rin’s mind.

“Ah, aah…”

Yoo Chae-rin squeezed her eyes shut. The scene of that day flashed in her mind.

The masked man tore into Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s flesh with a sharp dagger. The man whispered to Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, who was writhing in tremendous pain:

-Even death is not the end. You will feel this current pain eternally.

Those words had a strange persuasiveness.

The moment she heard the words of the masked man, all hope vanished.

Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk sobbed, begging for belated forgiveness, but the man didn’t waver at all. While calmly torturing Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, the man said:

-You cannot escape even through death.

After all those recollections ended, Yoo Chae-rin staggered to her feet.

Her eyes were wet with tears.

“A devil, he was a devil.”

That’s all she could say.

The image of the man torturing Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk while wearing a smiling mask was no different from a devil.
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Members of the National Assembly, including Seol Rok-jin, publicly declared Weltschmerz, us, as enemies of the state.

Especially Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin, who had openly expressed that he was on the anti-awakener side in normal times, spewed out his anger without hiding it.

“The culprits who murdered Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk this time are very arrogant and vicious people.”

Weltschmerz. Seol Rok-jin continued his criticism while mentioning their name.

“I know there are many things being said about Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk. For me, I can’t believe and don’t want to believe that Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, who led me like a father, committed such crimes. But even if that were true.”

Seol Rok-jin’s eyes turned red as he clenched his fist. Many people let out sighs at that sight.

“Is it ‘right’ to murder Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk like this? I absolutely cannot understand. Since when did torturing and murdering someone become the right thing to do in this country called Korea?”

Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin’s remarks immediately became dozens, no, thousands of articles that spread in all directions.

“This is a horrible crime. If Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk really committed crimes, if all those unspeakable allegations are true, he should have received a trial and been judged by justice. But in this incident, there was no proper investigation or trial. Why? Because they weren’t confident they could hold Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk accountable with appropriate laws.”

Seol Rok-jin shouted looking at the cameras spread all around:

“They just wanted to show. That even this country, even the law is under their feet.”

Everyone swallowed groans at Seol Rok-jin’s words.

Certainly, isn’t this country called Korea being played by a single criminal?

“The assassination of Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk shouldn’t be seen simply as the death of an individual. It can be seen as the fall of a country under the rule of law.”

Seol Rok-jin, who muttered that he felt devastated, stopped speaking for a moment as if choked up. His image with reddened eyes filled with tears spread across Korea through broadcasts.

Seol Rok-jin, who barely gathered his emotions, continued speaking:

“I know there are people defending them now. Some say this. That there must have been a reason they had no choice but to step up. Let me say one thing.”

Seol Rok-jin looked straight ahead once more and said:

“If those with power start wielding that power privately, someday a world will come where might makes right.”

Seol Rok-jin’s words shook everyone. Especially non-awakeners. Seol Rok-jin skillfully expanded the crime committed by Weltschmerz, those criminals, into a crime committed by ‘awakeners’.


And he touched people’s worries.

Yes, what if those with power start wielding their power as they please?

What if awakeners who are now keeping quiet while following the law start acting recklessly? Can I, can the government stop that?

So we need even stronger laws, stronger sanctions, a more perfect leader.

In an instant, Seol Rok-jin wrapped up the Weltschmerz incident. The subtle pro-Weltschmerz arguments that had popped up disappeared in an instant.

Watching that news, I thought:

“Well, he’s still incredibly good at speaking.”

I knew it wouldn’t be over in one go, but to think he’d overturn the atmosphere so instantly.

Now anyone who takes my side will be branded as someone who wants to overthrow the country.

—What are you going to do now?

Ray asked me in an expectant voice.

—You can’t just sit still when they’ve made such a big move, right?

Well, I didn’t think you were so belligerent.

“What am I going to do? I’m not going to do anything.”

What’s the use of doing anything against someone who’ll act like that no matter what I do?

“Rather, I need to prepare.”

—For what?

“They’re definitely going to try to break something big soon.”

He’s not someone who’ll end this with just words. He’ll create an incident to solidify this atmosphere.

“Then shall we go make chairs in the meantime?”


It would be a big problem if I started something else and couldn’t handle their side.

—Why are you so obsessed with those damn chairs?

“I feel like I’m almost there, just a little more.”

—What’s with that talk like a gambler stuck in a gambling den!

“Just one more time, I’ll try just one more time.”

It’ll work this time, this time for sure.

* * *

“Finally!”

I clenched my fist at the window that appeared before my eyes. I finally completed a chair.

There are several reasons why I failed to make chairs until now.

First of all, I was really bad at making things straight.

With bricks, I could just make a mold and stamp them out, but with chairs, it was a problem from the start that I had to make four legs myself.

Every time I attached a leg, the same thing that happened when I cut Han Seo-hyeon’s bangs in the past was reenacted.

This leg is weird now. Now this leg is weird. As I kept cutting like that, soon only floor-sitting chairs remained.

In the end, I gave up on making chairs by conventional methods. And I turned to artifacts. Compared to making water spring up where there’s no water, and toilets and bathtubs that become clean by unknown methods, a chair that just needs to stand well should be nothing, right!

I used five lightning-struck old trees as materials. By the way, the lightning-struck old trees are handmade. I poured 50% output into them. Han Seo-hyeon’s smash came down on my back that day, but I had no choice because I needed materials with mana flowing through them to make artifacts.

Anyway, the magic chair completed like that was this:

=====

Lightning-Struck Chair / E-Grade

—–


Furniture · Chair

A chair made by a carpenter with terrible skills while wasting good materials.

The moment you sit on it, your buttocks tingle and your whole body becomes tired.

=====

There’s no need to go that far!

“It’s a decent chair except for the fact that your butt gets numb and your back hurts like hell.”

At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon said as if dumbfounded:

“We agreed to call that a terrible chair.”

“Don’t you think it’ll be fine if we put some cushions on it?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon turned his head. It meant no.

Tsk.

I reluctantly decided to just buy the rest of the furniture from IKEA. Even I had to admit it was impossible to make all the rest of the furniture myself.

Now that Professor Geum has joined too, I decided not to engage in this hopeless manufacturing job anymore.

Well, everyone in the world has their own role, and it seems I have the worst skills for this kind of work.

Still, I was quite disappointed. To think I can’t make anything functional without magic artifacts.

I thought furniture would be a piece of cake since I even built a house!

—Even that house is maintained by magic power. If it weren’t for the mana circuits engraved in the bricks, your house wouldn’t even maintain its shape and would collapse. You have absolutely no basics of architecture in your head.

Ugh, it’s so painful that I can’t refute Ray’s words after this chair incident.

I was confident in my talking skills, but in front of such overwhelming clumsiness, even the most flowery words lose their shine.

Anyway, when I arrived at IKEA, I looked at the furniture with dead eyes.

Damn, the difference in quality from what I made is so obvious from the start, it’s really discouraging. I quietly approached the display.

“What, this incredibly amazing-looking chair is only 90,000 won?”

It can be folded when not in use and even comes with a cushion? Moreover, the balance is incredibly good.

Damn. It’s a defeat. To think I’d be defeated by such mass-produced products.

“Still, none of them have as much sincerity put into them as my chair.”

—It’s a law that only unskilled people talk about sincerity.

“Damn.”

I bit my lip in jealousy while going around the furniture section. To think all the factory-made furniture is better than what I made.

Ah, is this how Salieri felt looking at Mozart?

—I don’t know who those guys are, but I strongly feel this is an inappropriate comparison.

Butting in when you don’t even know. Complete severe old fogy syndrome. I pushed the cart while suppressing the rising rebellious spirit.

No, I tried to push it.

The cart wouldn’t move at all. Looking closely, Kim Jae-ho holding the cart was standing still.

Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s back, I turned my gaze to the side due to rising anxiety. It was the doll sales stand.

Emergency, emergency.

“Jae-ho, what did I say before we came here?”

“You said to listen well.”

“Right, now let’s go forward.”

Despite my words, Kim Jae-ho was stuck in place.

“I don’t want to.”

“What did I say?”

“I’m listening well.”

Kim Jae-ho pointed to his ears. Certainly, Kim Jae-ho was ‘listening’ to my words well.

“That’s not what I meant! I meant do as I say!”

“You didn’t say it like that.”

Good grief! I’ve fallen into a trap.

We have lots of things to buy today! There’s no room to load such big dolls. Besides, didn’t I buy you a new doll recently!

“You have dolls at home.”

“I don’t have one that looks like that.”

Kim Jae-ho pointed to a dolphin doll. Right, I’ve never bought him fish before.

—Dolphins are mammals, not fish…

‘Mister, did you come to pour oil on a burning house?’

The old fogy soul that arbitrarily settled in my head, and Kim Jae-ho throwing a tantrum without reason. It was quite chaotic.

Alright, fine. It wouldn’t be bad to properly discipline him this time.

I decided to use an extreme method.

“If you like dolls that much, Jae-ho can live here, I’ll go home.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho became serious.

“You’re telling me to live here?”

It was harder because he was someone who didn’t understand jokes at all.

“No, no. I’ll take our Jae-ho with me.”

“But why did you say that?”

“No, I was just joking.”

“Is this funny?”

No, what’s going on? Cold sweat ran down my back.

—Are you a middle-aged crisis strategist?

‘M-maybe I should be.’

I swallowed hard.

“No, it’s not funny. Uh, but you see, there are social jokes even if they’re not funny.”

“You were trying to abandon me.”

“No, I’m telling you that wasn’t serious.”

As we were making a fuss like that, people were already glancing at us. Damn, we’ve drawn attention. Aah, this was behavior unbecoming of a publicly wanted criminal.

I closed my mouth while reflecting on myself. I whispered to Han Seo-hyeon, who was looking at me and Kim Jae-ho with a disgusted expression from the side:

“Seo-hyeon, at least you move away.”

“What nonsense is that all of a sudden?”

“We’re too exposed.”

“Oh my.”

Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue but still quietly moved away according to my words.

Now only Kim Jae-ho, who wouldn’t budge from the doll corner, remained in front of me.

I made up my mind and said:

“I’ll buy you a doll as an apology. Choose one.”

“Two.”

“One…”

“Two.”

Kim Jae-ho was a non-negotiable rogue! Have you ever seen such a bad guy. I originally wasn’t planning to buy any, but he should be satisfied with one!

“Waaah, buy it! Buy it!”

I thought Kim Jae-ho’s inner thoughts had burst out. I turned my gaze to the side.

Some kid was lying on the floor throwing a tantrum.

“You can’t do this here!”

A woman who was flustered by the child lying down in the toy section appeared.

Oh my, that child over there seems to be quite the troublemaker too. As I was looking at that situation with pity, my eyes met with that mother.

I smiled as if I understood everything.

And that mother…

Disappeared hugging her child with an expression of seeing an unsightly sight.

—Puhaha! Your smiling face still has tremendous destructive power.

‘Ha.’

Unlike the child’s mother who picked up her tantrum-throwing child, it didn’t seem like Kim Jae-ho could be picked up easily. It would be possible if I used mana, but if Kim Jae-ho struggles…

Forget it. There’s only one answer.

“Alright, choose two.”

At this rate, Jae-ho’s room will be full of just dolls. At my permission, Kim Jae-ho bought two large dolphin dolls while grinning. When I asked why he bought two when they look the same, Kim Jae-ho said:

“They’re not the same. These two are different characters.”

“R-really?”

“Yes, they’re friends so they have to be put together.”

So he had his own reasoning. Though I don’t really want to respect it.

The shopping ended safely.

It was fine except for Han Seo-hyeon scrunching his face after glancing at Kim Jae-ho’s and my carts.

“You only bought useless things!”

“I bought everything because it’s necessary.”

“Why did you buy five kinds of air fresheners?”

“Well, our base is a bit gloomy, right? I thought it would be nice if there was a good scent.”

“And what’s this?”

“Ah, that. It’s a decoration to put on doors. I thought it would be nice to see whose room it is from the outside.”

“We’re the only ones living there in the first place, what’s the use of this!”

I had to endure Han Seo-hyeon’s nagging for a long time.
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As for Han Seo-hyeon’s cart…

What the hell. It’s perfect! From small items needed for the base to daily necessities we didn’t even know were running out, he had everything, and even picked up furniture pamphlets. Not only that, but he had also pre-checked the items I needed to buy after examining the pamphlets.

All I had to do was pay for the decent furniture among those Han Seo-hyeon had checked.

It was incomparable to me, who had only picked up strange things with my attention diverted elsewhere.

“H-how did you do all this?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon sighed and said:

“Anyway, Boss’s life skills are too low!”

“Hmm.”

You see, despite my appearance, I was raised pampered. I’m not good at household chores and such.

—Weren’t you in an orphanage?

‘Is there a law that orphanage kids must be good at household chores?’

—Still, shouldn’t you be able to do most things on your own?

‘Well, when I was at the orphanage, Ho-san usually did most of my share too…’

—What about in the dormitory?

‘I shared a room with Ho-san then too.’

—And after that?

‘Even Seol Rok-jin would make me kill but not do housework.’

—Good grief. Wait, kill? I feel like something strange just passed by.

Yeah, I was unexpectedly raised gently. Compared to that, Han Seo-hyeon? He’s a prepared worker. Housekeeping skills honed through years of household chores!

Look at that, unlike Kim Jae-ho who’s obsessed with dolls that are completely useless for housekeeping, everything Han Seo-hyeon put in the cart was all substantial.


—By the way, do you want to make that child do the housework instead! You trash!

‘I tried to do the work at first too. But what can I do when he gets angry the more I try to help?’

I recalled the scoldings I had received from Han Seo-hyeon so far.

-Get away, go! Just stay tucked away in a corner!

That’s what he said while pushing me away whenever I tried to help. He even locked me in my room once saying I was in the way when cleaning!

—How much of a hindrance must you have been for him to do that.

Ray, who had seen what I’d been doing so far, subtly took Han Seo-hyeon’s side. Despite being in my head, it seems he’s rarely on my side.

I examined the furniture Han Seo-hyeon had selected. The design and price were good enough to buy everything as is. Damn, even his eye for goods is better than mine.

Bed, drawers, wardrobe for Han Seo-hyeon’s room. And chair and desk too. Though I was worried if we could carry it all, they were all necessary items.

I realized that our base had really been empty like a ruin until now.

We managed to live like that for a few months somehow.

Though there was no problem since essential items were installed as artifacts, we endured well in an environment with almost nothing to the point where it’s strange no complaints came out.

“Is there anything else you need?”

“No.”

I bought everything as is.

Ah, we decided to use the chair I made as a decoration stand instead of Han Seo-hyeon using it. Honestly, it looked too unsightly even to use as a decoration stand, but it was still an artifact. Moreover, it was an object imbued with human Kang Yi-sin’s effort. I have no intention of throwing it away.

Today’s shopping didn’t even make a dent in our financial situation, which had become abundant after visiting the black market recently.

—It’s also much cheaper compared to the black market side.

‘Anything that comes out of Gates is incredibly expensive. It’s enough to distort economic concepts.’

Though prices have risen, it’s incomparable to the items in the black market.


We crammed the furniture into our carts.

Since we mostly bought assembly-type furniture, there were lots of boxes.

Kim Jae-ho played a big role in moving these. I wanted to call Han Seo-hyeon’s skeletons too, but I refrained as I didn’t want to be dragged to the police while shopping.

After moving the furniture to a secluded corner with few people, we looked around.

It’s better to have as few witnesses as possible.

Han Seo-hyeon, who came to a place without people, quietly took out the staff he had hidden in subspace.

“The staff goes into subspace too?”

At my surprised expression, Han Seo-hyeon explained:

“The subspace size has grown, so this is possible now.”

I could certainly feel that he was growing as a necromancer. The skeletons he summoned last time moved much more nimbly than before.

Even though it’s subspace dependent on summons, being able to handle subspace was a huge advantage. It was thanks to that subspace that we could take items from the auction without any problems.

‘I should experiment again soon.’

As I was thinking that while looking at Han Seo-hyeon, the appearance of the staff in Han Seo-hyeon’s hand was different from what I remembered.

Yebrica’s mana stone, which was originally yellow, had turned black.

“Did it get dirty?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon became serious.

“You think it’s dirt?”

“Ahem. It’s a joke, a joke.”

Certainly, this mana stone was a clear yellow even when we were in ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’. So this change didn’t take long.

“When did it become like this?”


“About a week ago? At first, I thought something was strange too, so I examined it, but there was no problem with the mana flow. Only the color changed, but there’s no issue using it, so…”

While saying that, Han Seo-hyeon watched my reaction.

I narrowed my eyes and examined the mana stone.

“Hmm.”

Did it change all of Yebrica’s magic power that was dwelling here into black magic power? Well, if there’s no problem using it, I guess it’s fine. I took the staff from Han Seo-hyeon and examined it.

Not only had its appearance changed, but the item’s name and description had changed too.

=====

Black Cloud Mana Stone / A-Grade

—–

Material · Mana Stone

A magic stone heated at ultra-high temperatures to remove impurities.

It contained Yebrica’s magic power but was influenced by the user’s magic power to take on black magic power.

=====

Like the changed name of the mana stone, the staff’s name had changed too. To Black Cloud Staff.

Black cloud. If we’re being precise, it should be black sand, but recalling the movements of the sand Han Seo-hyeon handles, it wasn’t an unreasonable name.

It did look like black clouds gathering.

By the way, to think it changed enough for the system to record this change.

Yebrica’s magic power that dwelled in this mana stone was completely subordinate to Han Seo-hyeon now. Artifacts that resonate with the user’s magic power and change state like this are rare.

“Did it become strange?”

Han Seo-hyeon asked worriedly as I quietly looked at the staff.

“No, it means it’s become exclusively yours now.”

Since black magic power has seeped in, it’s become an artifact unsuitable for people who can’t handle black magic power.

“Doesn’t that make it troublesome to sell later?”

I looked at Han Seo-hyeon with a dumbfounded face.

“That’s yours. Why are you thinking about selling it?”

“Huh? B-but that’s expensive.”

“Until I find you something better, no, even after I find you something better, it’s yours until you say you want to sell it.”

I returned the staff to Han Seo-hyeon.

“It’s not just yours because I gave it to you, but because it was influenced by your magic power and became your staff on its own. So refrain from saying such things. If I were that staff, I’d be hurt.”

“It’s just an artifact, how can it be hurt?”

Well, there are artifacts that can be hurt in this world too. I swallowed those words internally and patted Han Seo-hyeon’s back.

Han Seo-hyeon, who was gripping the staff tightly, gently brought it to the ground and closed his eyes. The mana stone and Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power began to resonate.

Sand that slowly revealed itself eventually created the form of a huge whale.

We quickly threw the items we bought into the whale’s mouth.

“Hurry, put them in before people notice!”

It’s not very cool, but it would be a big problem if witnesses appeared. We hurriedly put all the luggage into the whale’s mouth. After loading was finished, the whale closed its mouth.

“Can this really float?”

I looked at the whale worriedly. Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes shone at my worry and he said:

“I’ve been practicing with things at home. Roughly, I think it’ll work.”

For now, we have no choice but to trust him.

I, Han Seo-hyeon, and Kim Jae-ho got on the whale’s back. When we got on, seats appeared on the whale’s back.

Thanks to that, we sat very comfortably, but can we really go home riding this?

Han Seo-hyeon burst out laughing at my anxious appearance.

“There’s no need to be so tense. I’ll catch you somehow before you fall.”

“What’s that! You should make it so we don’t fall in the first place.”

To think I’d end up riding a whale made of sand through the night sky in my lifetime.

—Haven’t you ridden an eagle made of sand?

‘Well, that was unavoidable in a combat situation. I didn’t expect this to become a means of transportation.’

I swallowed hard. With Han Seo-hyeon’s hand gesture, the black whale slowly rose. The cool night breeze brushed past our cheeks. No, this is more than just cool.

“It’s freezing cold!”

We had to shiver, riding on the whale’s back in February, ignoring the cold wave of midwinter. Though Han Seo-hyeon belatedly made a roof with sand to cover us, it was insufficient to block the wind that somehow leaked in.

We barely arrived at the base, half-frozen.

“N-next time, let’s go when the weather is good.”

I carefully assembled the furniture we brought after that ordeal. Actually, Han Seo-hyeon did most of this assembly too. I just nagged from behind, telling him what to do.

The base filled with furniture made after such hardship.

=====

Haunted House / B+ Grade

—–

Residence · Multi-family Housing

Owned by Kang Yi-sin

A multi-family housing made of bricks baked from mud and mana stones.

Though its grade was lowered due to poor finishing skills, its functionality as a house was increased by placing appropriate furniture.

Using the Red Flame Mana Stone as its core, it constantly activates concealment, hiding, and confusion.

Those registered as cohabitants of the owner are exempt from these effects.

It’s not easily destroyed, and if more than 60% of the house remains, it repairs itself using the magic power of the mana stones.

Water and electricity are installed.

It consists of 5 rooms / 1 kitchen / 1 living room / 3 bathrooms.

=====

As if mocking my struggles so far, the grade went up. Though it only became B+ and couldn’t rise to A-grade just by filling it with furniture.

The words ‘finished with poor skills’ still remained!

It was incredibly annoying.

—You’re probably the only one in the whole world fighting with the system.

“Somehow it feels like it’s mocking me.”

Especially about my handiwork. I wanted to make it well too! Who wants to be so shoddy?

It was unfair to the point of being infuriating.

Now we’re mostly done filling the base.

I headed to the workshop.

It was time to examine that Butcher’s sword I had stashed away. Actually, I had asked Ray to examine that demonic energy during spare moments, but it was no ordinary tough guy so it took more time.

But with 3 strokes opened, I roughly had an idea of what to do.

Just as I was about to unseal it and examine the sword.

Han Seo-hyeon opened the workshop door and came in.

“Oh, Boss. That friend you told me to watch.”

At those words, I blinked.

“Friend, who?”

Surely he’s not calling Yoo Seon-je my friend. That guy and I are not friends at all.

However, at Han Seo-hyeon’s next words, all composure disappeared from my face.

“I mean Jeong Ho-san.”

Jeong Ho-san.

At that name, my face hardened.
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“Did you come back?”

“I told you to speak casually.”

Despite Nam Ju-hyeon’s words, Lee Hye-won, no, Lee Hee-won shook her head. She intended to maintain an appropriate distance from the person in front of her.

“By the way, where exactly did you go? Mr. Smith even asked me to protect Nam Ju-hyeon, it’s troublesome if you act on your own like this.”

It’s a task entrusted to her by ‘that’ Mr. Smith. As a benefactor to whom she owed her life, Lee Hee-won intended to carry out this mission very diligently until she returned to Sirius.

At Lee Hee-won’s words, Nam Ju-hyeon smiled ambiguously and said:

“Hmm, Mr. Smith. So he introduced himself to you with that name.”

At those words, Lee Hee-won sighed. He even gave different aliases! Though she knew from when he first used the alias Smith, as expected of that person.

“It’s sloppy, isn’t it?”

“Yes, incredibly.”

Nam Ju-hyeon nodded immediately.

After realizing he had no intention of harming her, her tension eased and she started treating him casually bit by bit, but he accepted it all. When he said to tell him anything she needed, she said she was craving cake, and he even bought her cake.

She barely suppressed the laughter rising inside when he grumbled that there was even a 30-minute wait.

“Actually, I was a bit scared of that person at first.”

“Really?”

Was Mr. Smith’s impression scary? He’s a bit eccentric, not very reliable, and quite suspicious, but not scary, is he?

Nam Ju-hyeon burst out laughing at Lee Hee-won’s expression.

“Hahaha!”

“Why are you laughing?”

“Ah, I think I know what kind of image that person has for Lee Hee-won. Ah, and I completely agree with that thought! At first, he seemed like, how should I say it, a complete villain…”


“A villain?”

“No, I mean! The situation I was in at that time was just perfect for misunderstanding.”

After saying that, Nam Ju-hyeon immediately muttered softly, ‘No, is it not a misunderstanding?’ Not realizing Lee Hee-won’s eyes were narrowing, Nam Ju-hyeon continued her self-talk.

“No, he is a villain. He is, but. No, is he not? Should I say he’s not?”

Lee Hee-won sighed internally at that behavior that made her dizzy just looking at it. As expected, this woman doesn’t match her at all. Still, it’s not like there’s no amusement in watching her.

Whatever conclusion she reached, Nam Ju-hyeon put on a grave expression and said to Lee Hee-won:

“Well, even though he kills people occasionally, he’s not that bad of a person.”

“Huh?”

Lee Hee-won’s mouth gaped open at those words.

“He kills people?”

“Ah, oops?”

Nam Ju-hyeon closed her mouth with a face that said she made a mistake, but it was already too late.

“Did Mr. Smith kill people?”

“Uh, bad guys! They were bad guys!”

“Hmm.”

At those words, Lee Hee-won arbitrarily came up with a plausible story for Smith’s actions in her head. Smith said he was chasing villains. Though he said he was in charge of villains for the Top at that time, is he chasing other villains too? If he was a secret agent raised by the Awakener Association, it wouldn’t be strange to receive such missions.

Then is he living with blood on his hands unavoidably? Well, if you want to actively save victims from villains, there’s no other way.

Seeing Lee Hee-won’s serious face, Nam Ju-hyeon carefully opened her mouth.

“I don’t know what misunderstanding you’re having, but that person is definitely not a villain, no, he is a villain, but…”

“Huh? That person is not something like a villain.”


Lee Hee-won answered Nam Ju-hyeon’s words.

“He’s just someone who does various things secretly. If we’re being precise, rather than a villain, wouldn’t he be closer to a hero?”

“Huuh? He killed people though? Wait, are you calling him a hero while knowing what that person does?”

“…Wouldn’t he have had unavoidable circumstances?”

At those words, Nam Ju-hyeon’s face turned pale. Looking at Nam Ju-hyeon subtly distancing herself, Lee Hee-won shouted:

“Why, why are you moving away from me?”

“I just remembered who introduced Lee Hee-won to me. You’re already on that person’s side!”

“No, that person and I aren’t that close…”

“Aah! No excuses needed!”

“No, weren’t you the one who said first that even though that person occasionally kills people, he’s not bad?”

“Aaaah! Don’t come closer!”

And so, the misunderstanding between the two deepened (?) steadily.

* * *

「Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin ‘We must not forget that Korea is a country under the rule of law’」

「Crime method cruel and vicious, psychometry ability user faints while revisiting the scene」

「Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s funeral held amid family’s grief」

「Strange rumors surrounding Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, angry shareholders at stock price drop. Rumors with unclear facts are intervention by manipulative forces」

Sensational news poured out continuously on TV. It was natural for there to be various reactions regarding the assassination of a sitting assemblyman.

But if you carefully examine those news stories, you can see that what they’re saying is pointing in only one direction.

The political world began to thoroughly use his death for their own benefit. Seol Rok-jin stood at the forefront of this.


After Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin’s intervention, no one dared to dig into Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s wrongdoings.

Separately, the Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals incident began to be actively resolved after Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s death. Though they failed to implicate Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, it was because there was so much definite related information.

The media was silent, but the media wasn’t the only channel through which information could be obtained.

The reporter who identified himself as ‘N’ spread all the materials they investigated on the internet. The materials uploaded simultaneously to places accessible to everyone were full of content that no one but insiders could know.

The materials were deleted not long after being uploaded, but there was no way to completely erase materials once spread on the internet.

The sparks N spread remained through various methods.

And those sparks didn’t go out even with the fire extinguishing agent sprinkled from above. Like embers burning under ash, suspicions of those trying to dig out the truth burned within the white ash.

「Honestly, it’s obvious they’re trying to cover this up too quickly. Even if just a small part of the materials that spread last time were true, shouldn’t there be an uproar?」

「They did say HM Pharmaceuticals is under investigation now. Since KSD who was covering for them died, they’ll probably investigate properly.」

「Looking at that, it seems KSD was the one who ordered all that, well. Though he publicly supported the government, he apparently profited a lot by taking over all sorts of other businesses behind the scenes.」

Their conversations soon progressed in an extreme direction.

「To be blunt, would Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk have received any punishment if it weren’t for Weltschmerz?」

「Honestly, agree. He would have just gotten away with it, isn’t it the rich are innocent, the poor are guilty?」

「They’re bad guys too, but it does feel satisfying.」

Of course, these extreme conversations were immediately pointed out by others.

「So if you have power, you can just catch and kill everyone?」

「No one knows the real reason why Weltschmerz killed Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk, right? It could just be personal grudge, we’re unnecessarily hyping them up.」

「No matter what, murder is going too far. If it weren’t for Weltschmerz, maybe it could have progressed to a proper trial and legal punishment could have been imposed.」

「Agree. Weltschmerz unnecessarily interfered and made things feel unfinished like stopping mid-poop.」

Do Chae-hee calmly observed all these reactions. Unlike in the past when she would look at anything related to Weltschmerz with white eyes, she could now ruminate on these conversations with a somewhat cooled head.

Of course, she still didn’t think Weltschmerz was right.

As Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin said, no matter what wrongs Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk committed, it wasn’t right to resolve it by killing him.

‘Of course, indicting him, putting him on trial. Everything was impossible. But still, he shouldn’t have been punished in that way.’

Still, Do Chae-hee absolutely couldn’t say this situation was ‘satisfying’. Even if you think that way, you shouldn’t say it out loud.

If everyone with power like Weltschmerz starts wielding that power privately, this country called Korea would collapse in an instant.

After the appearance of awakeners, after people appeared with powers so strong it’s unbelievable they’re the same humans, the government always did its best to protect civilians.

That’s why so many restrictions were placed on awakeners.

Just Do Chae-hee alone managed to break through dozens of security guards, raid Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals, and succeed in diverting evidence there.

If Do Chae-hee had really intended to trample that place, there would have been dozens of casualties.

Awakeners are certainly dangerous.

That’s why we must be more wary of power and find the right way. If it were the previous Do Chae-hee, she would have reached this conclusion and said Weltschmerz was bad.

However, Do Chae-hee didn’t simply blame Weltschmerz as before.

There was a clear reason for Weltschmerz’s actions this time.

That was her own, moreover the Awakener Crimes Department’s, this country’s incompetence.

If she could really catch and judge Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk herself, maybe Weltschmerz wouldn’t have done such a thing.

It was Weltschmerz who found Bomnal Orphanage before anyone else, and punished the monster who created that Bomnal Orphanage.

It was all Weltschmerz.

There was one commonality in their actions.

It was to punish the wrongs of the real bad guys.

‘Bomnal Orphanage, and the Butcher Park Sang-pyeon incident. And this incident too.’

To have the right to say that vigilantes and private revenge are bad, you must be able to confidently say you can resolve those matters.

But Do Chae-hee, as well as the current Awakener Crimes Department, didn’t have such qualifications.

‘Judging them is something I can only do after I gain those qualifications.’

She who couldn’t accomplish anything herself right now can’t curse Weltschmerz.

After gaining a bit more qualification, then she’ll step up.

And gaining those qualifications should start with cutting ties with the man in front of her.

Do Chae-hee narrowed her eyes looking at Park Cheol-wan who came to her office.

“So it ended up like this.”

“Do you really have to go this far?”

“Yes.”

Because of this incident, Do Chae-hee had to step down from her team leader position. Park Cheol-wan said he could use his authority to dismiss any disciplinary action if Do Chae-hee sincerely reflected on this incident, but Do Chae-hee refused.

Because she realized what kind of reflection Park Cheol-wan meant.

Do Chae-hee, who packed all her belongings from her office, no, the place that was her office, asked Park Cheol-wan who was still standing in his place:

“Do you have anything more to say?”

“One month unpaid suspension.”

“A whole month?”

“Cool your head and come back.”

Team leader position removal, and on top of that one month unpaid suspension.

Though it was the result of various disciplinary actions overlapping, it was an unbelievable punishment for a hero who uncovered Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals’ corruption. Do Chae-hee raised the corner of her mouth and asked:

“Will my position still be there when I come back?”

“I have no intention of kicking you out of here.”

“Then, are you planning to make me leave on my own?”

Park Cheol-wan asked with a pained face:

“Do you really think I would kick you out? Why, why are you doing this?”

“Someone has to not turn a blind eye to injustice. I’m going to take that role.”

“Don’t do something you’ll regret.”

Park Cheol-wan didn’t look into her eyes, and it was the same for Do Chae-hee.

The two had already crossed a river they couldn’t return from.

Park Cheol-wan closed his eyes tightly, then opened them and continued speaking:

“Our team will all chase Weltschmerz. You said you wanted to catch those guys too, right?”

At Park Cheol-wan’s words, Do Chae-hee clenched her fist.

“That was when I didn’t know anything.”

“The Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals case wasn’t our responsibility to begin with. Their crimes didn’t involve awakeners.”

“I know, but.”

Do Chae-hee said:

“You know that chasing Weltschmerz isn’t just for that reason.”

“So you’re going to just leave those bad guys alone? This isn’t like you, Chae-hee.”

“No, uncle, you’re the one who’s not like yourself.”

Has that kind person I knew, that police officer who purely cried out when he let a criminal escape, already disappeared?

“Let’s stop this talk.”

Do Chae-hee stepped out of the office door holding her belongings. Park Cheol-wan, who followed her to the hallway, asked her back:

“What do you plan to do from now on?”

“Why are you asking that?”

“Of course because I’m worried about you!”

“You’re not planning to tattle to those above, are you?”

“What?”

“Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk is already dead but nothing has changed, so there must be someone else. Who exactly is that great superior?”

Looking at Park Cheol-wan who couldn’t say anything, Do Chae-hee smiled bitterly and said:

“You can’t answer, right?”

“Chae-hee.”

“Me too.”

Do Chae-hee took in the face of Park Cheol-wan, the cowardly uncle, with her eyes. She hoped until the end that he would say it wasn’t true, that it was all over now, that the bad guy was dead. But as expected was as expected, and Park Cheol-wan was still just a hypocrite following someone.

“Goodbye.”

Do Chae-hee bowed slightly to Park Cheol-wan and turned her head.

Her eyes felt hot.
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She’s no longer the team leader of the Awakener Crimes Department. She doesn’t know how many days she has left as a public official belonging to the Awakener Crimes Department.

When she returns here after a month, will her position really still be there?

Though Do Chae-hee had spoken so confidently to Park Cheol-wan, she too was barely in her mid-twenties.

From the moment she learned the true nature of Park Cheol-wan, whom she thought would be her strong fence for life, until now, she hadn’t been at ease even once.

Because she felt like the world she knew was crumbling.

Still, Do Chae-hee tried hard to pull herself together.

‘If I just worry, there’s no end to it. Let’s get a grip, let’s do what I can do right now. I have plenty of time for a month.’

It’s fortunate that she stepped down from the team leader position. Though it was an apologetic thing to say to her team members, honestly, it was clear that position didn’t suit her.

By being in the field this time, Do Chae-hee was finally able to shake off the frustration and powerlessness she had felt while spending months in front of a desk.

It was a position that didn’t suit her from the start. As she was thinking that and moving her steps.

“Team Leader!”

Do Chae-hee turned her head at the voice from behind.

Kim Yong-won, who had been her team member, was looking at her with an anxious face.

“Ah, Yong-won.”

“I-I heard! That you had to step down from the team leader position.”

Do Chae-hee smiled awkwardly.

“News travels fast.”

“Team Leader…”

“Ah, I’m not the team leader anymore. Call me comfortably, comfortably.”

“How can I do that! You are, you are the Team Leader.”


Kim Yong-won still saw Do Chae-hee as someone above the sky.

‘He’s only two years younger than me, yet he treats me like an adult.’

I can’t tell him it’s burdensome when such a mountain-like man acts like this.

“If you leave, Team Leader, what will happen to our team?”

“I wonder.”

Do Chae-hee smiled bitterly at Kim Yong-won’s words. In her position where she should be worried about whether her own position will remain, it was too early to talk about the team.

“I, I want to be with Team Leader Do Chae-hee no matter what happens!”

“I told you, I’m not the team leader anymore.”

“Th-then even as a partner.”

Do Chae-hee remained silent at Kim Yong-won’s words. Even when she was active, Do Chae-hee didn’t have a partner. Because Park Cheol-wan acted as her partner instead. At that time, she only felt grateful, but now that things have turned out like this, she wonders if that too was an attempt to control her.

‘No, let’s not deny the entire past. Still, those are my memories, my reminiscences. If I deny everything, I won’t be able to endure.’

Do Chae-hee, who sighed deeply internally, said to Kim Yong-won:

“Let’s talk when I come back first.”

On her way home, Do Chae-hee organized her thoughts over and over. The problem was how to use the floating month of time.

‘Maybe enemies will try to eliminate me during this month.’

Though she’s a fairly skilled awakener herself and doesn’t intend to just take it, it was certainly dangerous.

‘Alright, it would be good to prepare thoroughly.’

And…

Do Chae-hee, sitting on the living room sofa, looked at her phone.

Hoo, a sigh came out.


Her chest ached heavily. How nice it would be if she could take back all the words she had said to him.

Why was she so blind back then?

Now that she’s realized, it’s time to act. Do Chae-hee pressed the number without hesitation.

[Inspector Do Chae-hee?]

The owner of the number answered the phone as if he had been waiting. Do Chae-hee swallowed hard and said:

“Mr. Jeong Ho-san, I have something to say, shall we meet?”

* * *

Jeong Ho-san jumped out right away at Do Chae-hee’s call. Do Chae-hee dragged Jeong Ho-san into a bustling franchise cafe. It was a place where anything they said would be buried because everyone was busy talking.

Jeong Ho-san opened his mouth first to Do Chae-hee, who was clearly looking around:

“It’s been a while.”

At those words from Jeong Ho-san, Do Chae-hee answered awkwardly:

“Yes. I’m sorry. I’ve been a bit sensitive lately.”

Even if she didn’t think they would already be wiretapping her, didn’t they say prevention is better than cure?

Only after looking around could Do Chae-hee look straight at Jeong Ho-san’s face. As soon as their eyes met, Jeong Ho-san hurriedly asked:

“What did you want to say? Did you find out anything about Yi-sin by any chance?”

Do Chae-hee clenched her fist at Jeong Ho-san’s words pouring out without giving her time to answer.

“No. I’m sorry, but there’s no particular information yet.”

At those words, the faint hope that had appeared on Jeong Ho-san’s face disappeared instantly. Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly and said:

“…I see.”

For several months, the investigation into the Kang Yi-sin case had been at a standstill. Do Chae-hee absolutely couldn’t find him, who had disappeared without any information as if he had shot up into the sky or sunk into the ground.


No, she didn’t even try to find him properly.

Do Chae-hee swallowed hard and said to Jeong Ho-san:

“So, about the Han Jo-hee murder case, I’m going to investigate it again.”

“That case?”

“Yes. I think we jumped to conclusions too hastily because there was a victim’s testimony.”

Do Chae-hee, who said that, quickly added:

“Of course, Mr. Kang Yi-sin is still a murder suspect. There are clear allegations that Mr. Kang Yi-sin committed murder in the illegal Gate. But I feel like the culprit in the Han Jo-hee murder case might not be Mr. Kang Yi-sin.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san asked:

“Why did you suddenly think that?”

“Do you know about the Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals incident?”

“Are you talking about the Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk case?”

“Yes.”

This incident was so noisy that even Jeong Ho-san, who had no interest in such matters, roughly knew about it. Since a sitting member of the National Assembly was assassinated, it was impossible not to know.

“Both this incident and Mr. Kang Yi-sin’s case seem to have someone’s will intervening.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san raised his eyebrows.

“What do you mean?”

“Before the Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals incident, there was the Bomnal Orphanage incident. That case also couldn’t be investigated further due to pressure from above.”

Do Chae-hee explained the general situation to Jeong Ho-san.

“At that time, I was too excited by the thought of chasing a publicly wanted criminal to look back, but now that I think about it, I realize how narrow my vision was.”

Do Chae-hee continued:

“I think Mr. Kang Yi-sin raided the illegal Gate in the first place to rescue the people there.”

Like Weltschmerz who attacked Bomnal Orphanage and rescued (though she can’t say it so definitively) the children. Kang Yi-sin also rescued the victims trapped there. The murder was just an unavoidable incident that occurred in the process.

“At first, I had a big backlash. I thought that no matter what, he should have notified the police, that it was wrong for him to step up like that. But now I understand. Why Mr. Kang Yi-sin made such a choice.”

“You think you can no longer trust the police.”

“Yes.”

Do Chae-hee, who was also a police officer, could no longer trust this government, this place called the Awakener Crimes Department.

Actually, didn’t Kang Yi-sin already know this fact long ago?

“If it was just for money, there was no reason to take out the victims from there. There was no reason to distribute mana stones to them. Mr. Kang Yi-sin was trying to save those people.”

Why couldn’t she see such an obvious fact back then?

“Over 80% of Gates appearing in Korea are detected by detectors. Gates that aren’t caught by detectors are immediately put up for public auction as soon as they’re discovered. This means that more than 95% of Gates generated in this country are recorded somehow.”

Do Chae-hee continued:

“Among those, some Gates reported as ‘cleared’ and processed for disappearance actually don’t disappear and become illegal Gates. So if we investigate all that data, we should be able to find Gates that didn’t actually disappear.”

And Gates that are recorded as disappeared but didn’t actually disappear. There’s only one such case.

“If we find illegal Gates, we can enter them and catch the enemies. I think if we find out who’s operating the illegal Gates, we might be able to find Mr. Kang Yi-sin.”

Kang Yi-sin surely knew who they were. And the side whose illegal Gate was raided must be looking for Kang Yi-sin too. There’s a high possibility that they were the ones who murdered Han Jo-hee.

Whether Kang Yi-sin is dead or alive, he must be connected to them.

Honestly, Do Chae-hee didn’t think Kang Yi-sin was alive. It’s been too long since Kang Yi-sin’s life signs were cut off to have such hope.

Still, the reason she’s trying to find Kang Yi-sin is because finding out what his end was like is the only thing she can do.

Jeong Ho-san, who had been quietly listening to Do Chae-hee’s words, said:

“It doesn’t sound like an easy method.”

“I suppose not.”

Hundreds of Gates appear and disappear every year. Since Gates are meant to disappear anyway, she understands that when they’re processed for disappearance, they’re deleted from records too. Even if records remain, Gate management is the responsibility of the Gate Management Office, so it’s difficult for other departments to view records arbitrarily.

To begin with, the moment she officially requests help, that request will be conveyed upwards, so she doesn’t intend to do that either.

“But for now, the only thing I have in excess is time.”

Do Chae-hee shrugged her shoulders and said lightly:

“If we look at internet articles or past records, we should be able to find out roughly where Gates occurred. I’m thinking of starting from there for now.”

While they might be able to tamper with Gate management records at will, they can’t delete all the articles spread on the internet.

If we search carefully like that, we’ll eventually catch one.

“The reason I called you today is to promise that I’ll dig into that matter from now on. That I’ll definitely find out what happened to Mr. Kang Yi-sin.”

Jeong Ho-san, who had been quietly listening to those words, slowly opened his mouth:

“Can I perhaps…”

“Yes?”

“Can I join in that work too?”

At those unexpected words, Do Chae-hee opened her mouth:

“What?”

“Until now, whenever I thought of Yi-sin, I denied what he did many times. While wanting to believe he wasn’t that kind of kid, I was swayed by the stories around me. I realized after hearing what Inspector Do Chae-hee said.”

“What?”

“That instead of suffering internally like that, I just needed to go look for myself.”

“Huuh?”

Despite Do Chae-hee’s reaction, Jeong Ho-san was still calm.

No, he looked relieved.

Because there was finally some progress in a matter that had been blocked as if by a wall until now.

“Until now, I couldn’t do anything because there was no method, but if I follow Inspector Do Chae-hee around, won’t I be able to find that friend somehow?”

“Ah, well, but even if we search like this, there’s no guarantee we can find Mr. Kang Yi-sin…”

Cutting off Do Chae-hee’s words, Jeong Ho-san continued speaking with a bitter smile:

“I know. That Yi-sin might not be alive in this world anymore. But still, still. I need to find my friend. Even if it’s an end I don’t want, I need to find even that end.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee closed her mouth.

Because she realized Jeong Ho-san wasn’t saying this simply to find Kang Yi-sin.

“What he wanted to do, why he started such things. Why he appeared in front of Yoo Seon-je but didn’t show even a hair in front of me. I must find out by all means.”

Hmm, it seems like something strange was mixed in the middle. There was no time to point that out. Jeong Ho-san’s words continued:

“It would be nice if I could ask him face to face, but even if that becomes impossible, it wouldn’t be bad to go the path that friend was trying to go instead.”

“Go that path instead, surely…”

“Would there be a place for me in the Awakener Crimes Department?”

At those words, Do Chae-hee opened her mouth:

“Is this something agreed upon with the Crimson Hound Guild?”

“No, I need to go tell them now.”

Jeong Ho-san scratched the back of his neck and laughed, ‘Haha.’

Do Chae-hee felt sorry as she remembered Guild Master Kim Myeong-cheol, who seemed to care for Jeong Ho-san very much.
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“W-what are you saying?”

Facing Jeong Ho-san, Kim Myeong-cheol precisely understood what the expression ‘the sky is falling’ meant.

His sky was falling now.

“I’m really sorry.”

Jeong Ho-san bowed his head politely. But even that courteous greeting couldn’t bring back Kim Myeong-cheol’s mind that had half left the house.

“W-why on earth…”

Uttering dazed words, Kim Myeong-cheol collapsed into a chair. Groans involuntarily came out. If it had been any request other than asking to leave the guild, he would have granted it all. Why did what you want have to be that?

Looking at Jeong Ho-san’s face, Kim Myeong-cheol clicked his tongue.

Because the moment he saw Jeong Ho-san’s eyes, he realized it was impossible to change Jeong Ho-san’s mind.

He had already decided everything.

How can you stop someone with such eyes?

Moreover, the problem is that the path Jeong Ho-san is trying to take isn’t completely messed up. Jeong Ho-san carefully explained his plan. After hearing all that story, Kim Myeong-cheol compressed that lengthy explanation into one line.

“Is it because of that guy you called your friend?”

In the end, Jeong Ho-san chose to leave this guild to save his friend, or at least to honor that guy’s intentions.

He couldn’t help but feel resentful.

Unnecessarily meddling by saying he’d find his friend back then, ruining things like this, and then losing Jeong Ho-san too.

If he had just left him missing, though he would have still made a fuss about chasing after that guy somehow, he might not have talked nonsense like entering the Awakener Crimes Department like this.

No, rather, he would have stuck to the Crimson Hound Guild somehow. Because there’s much more he could achieve as a guild hunter than in the Awakener Crimes Department.

But once he stepped up saying he would conduct investigations that can’t be done as a guild hunter or as an Awakener Crimes Department person, the nameplate of a first-string hunter in a successful guild no longer had any meaning for Jeong Ho-san.

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s resentment, Jeong Ho-san rolled his eyes and said:


“You know. That since then, I haven’t been able to focus on guild work at all.”

At those words, Kim Myeong-cheol groaned once again.

Certainly, since the day Kang Yi-sin was lost like that, Jeong Ho-san always seemed to have his mind elsewhere. Thinking something big would happen if this continued, he excluded Jeong Ho-san from high-rank Gates entirely and didn’t easily send him to low-rank Gates either.

When he heard Jeong Ho-san was continuing high-intensity training cooped up in the training room, he thought it was rather fortunate, thinking he was taking this time as an opportunity to hone himself.

With time, he would be okay again.

He just thought that, but…

During that time, Jeong Ho-san decided to walk a different path.

Is this how a dog that was chasing chickens feels?

Kim Myeong-cheol couldn’t easily utter any words and just repeatedly crossed and uncrossed his arms while sitting.

Looking at Kim Myeong-cheol who was noisily saying ‘I’m uncomfortable now’ with his whole body, Jeong Ho-san slowly opened his mouth:

“You know the reason I decided to enter this guild.”

“Yes.”

Kim Myeong-cheol smiled bitterly recalling the past.

It was because that reason moved his heart that he decided to bet his life on this person, none other than Jeong Ho-san.

“You said you created this guild to save people, Master.”

Guilds formed by hunters each raised different banners.

Some felt exhilaration from conquering Gates themselves, some from the wealth gained through Gates, some to shine their star quality.

Among them, Kim Myeong-cheol was someone who proclaimed he would lead a guild to protect people.

It was right after losing all the family he loved to Gate breaks.

Kim Myeong-cheol cried out to the sky that if he gained power, he would never just watch such things happen again.


Jeong Ho-san was the same.

When he lost his family at a very young age, he resolved. That if he gained power, he would never turn away from the weak. That’s why he wanted to enter this guild.

The moment he saw Jeong Ho-san saying that in front of him, Kim Myeong-cheol might have started thinking of this kid who resembled himself exactly as family.

Jeong Ho-san’s words continued:

“I didn’t think my power was my own. Of course, because it was power I received after making such a resolution. I thought someone, someone watching over me, gave me power. To lend strength to saving this world.”

The Crimson Hound Guild was the most suitable guild for realizing Jeong Ho-san’s intentions. They took the lead first when break phenomena occurred, and they were dispatched overseas where help was actually needed most frequently.

It was also the Crimson Hound Guild that visited disaster sites first.

Certainly, befitting a guild established to save people, the Crimson Hound Guild saved countless people.

“I realized through this incident. That not only conquering Gates and catching monsters, but also finding and punishing those eating away at this country can be a way of saving people.”

“Ho-san.”

Kim Myeong-cheol swallowed hard in frustration.

That’s not your job. Living as a hunter and walking that path are completely different things.

That’s not a path someone good like you, someone with so much talent, should take.

But he couldn’t bring himself to say those words.

Because Kim Myeong-cheol too had walked a thorny path steadfastly holding up his beliefs amidst people calling him foolish.

“Haa, I cherished you so much because you resembled me most. Because you resembled me most, you’re finally leaving!”

At Kim Myeong-cheol’s lament, Jeong Ho-san bowed his head deeply as if he was sincerely sorry.

“Fine, and I told you to call me hyung, what’s with Master? When you said you’re even leaving the guild.”

“Can I keep calling you hyung…”

“Of course! Of course you can. Did you think you’d pretend not to know me forever after leaving the guild? You’re really such a frustrating and stubborn guy.”


At Kim Myeong-cheol’s words, Jeong Ho-san bowed his head deeply. Because he realized Kim Myeong-cheol’s words were permission.

“I’ll leave behind everything I received from this guild.”

“How much is it anyway. Just take it with you.”

“What?”

“I said it’s fine, just take it with you!”

The artifacts Jeong Ho-san had weren’t things cheap enough to just give away like that. But if he refused even this, it seemed he would completely try to hold him back.

“And whenever you want to come back, if you ever feel like you’re not needed in that world. This Crimson Hound Guild will always welcome you.”

Kim Myeong-cheol said with tears welling up in his eyes:

“If you go to another guild, I’ll really be angry then, okay?”

* * *

I frowned at the news that Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee met.

Why on earth are those two meeting? If it was like before, questioning him as a witness about my case, I would understand, but Do Chae-hee meeting Jeong Ho-san at this timing was definitely not a positive signal.

My legs just trembled at that news. Unfortunately, since the place where the two met was a franchise cafe where entry was almost impossible for Han Seo-hyeon’s ‘Rat’, I couldn’t know what the two talked about inside.

And at the news that followed soon after, I was appalled.

They say Jeong Ho-san left the Crimson Hound Guild.

To move together with Do Chae-hee.

“Are you crazy?”

Hearing that news, I stiffened up.

—Oh, it seems your friend really wants to find you.

I didn’t even have the mind to react to Ray’s words mixed with laughter.

With what kind of heart did I cut ties with that guy, and now he’s throwing away the guild he was doing well in to enter the Awakener Crimes Department?

The Awakener Crimes Department was in Seol Rok-jin’s grasp.

The moment he enters there, Jeong Ho-san will become that guy’s target. A very delicious target at that.

To be honest, the reason I don’t dislike Do Chae-hee that much is because of a subtle sense of guilt towards her.

Because Do Chae-hee was an excellent shield who would draw all aggro at the forefront and bait to draw out Seol Rok-jin.

She’ll go through all sorts of hardships in the future, and countless things that can’t even be called trials will happen to her.

Since she’s completely fallen out of Park Cheol-wan’s favor with this incident, it’ll only get worse, not better.

I knew that and was planning to leave her be.

Why?

Because Do Chae-hee’s existence would be helpful to me.

But Jeong Ho-san stands beside her?

That can’t happen.

Jeong Ho-san entering the Awakener Crimes Department that should become the front line fighting against Seol Rok-jin in the future? That’s nonsense.

Yes, this is really nonsense.

Why did I cut ties with that guy and am doing this?

If I only thought about surviving alone, I would have pulled out long ago.

The reason I started making a fuss about trying to save this world from destruction in the first place was to save the people I care about.

And the first among them was Jeong Ho-san. My one and only childhood friend.

To create a happy life for that guy who died miserably because of me.

But does this make sense?

Jeong Ho-san, I did all this trying to save that guy, but in the end, he’s entering his own place to die again because of my actions?

“Boss?”

Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with a bewildered face.

I absolutely couldn’t manage my expression. It felt like someone was squeezing my heart, my breath stopped, and everything went dark before my eyes.

Why on earth?

Why is that bastard trying to throw away his life for me again?

What am I, really.

I need to stop him.

But how?

Should I appear in front of that guy and say what you’re doing now is idiotic? Will he listen to me then?

No, can I even stand in front of him?

Aren’t I already just a criminal to that guy? I killed people, did even worse things, did all sorts of things.

The good friend ‘Kang Yi-sin’ that Jeong Ho-san remembers no longer exists in this world. Yet you’re telling me to stand in front of that guy?

I can’t.

“Boss!”

But if I stay like this, that guy will walk into the hell where that bastard will take his life.

Again, again.

My stomach churned.

“I didn’t ask for much, just, just…”

I muttered like a crazy person.

I only wanted that guy alone to be happy.

Jeong Ho-san should be happy. He must live a happy and splendid life. He should have become the successor of the Crimson Hound Guild, kept receiving love from Master Kim Myeong-cheol, and shone as a wonderful hunter representing this Korea.

Dying miserably like in his previous life, that can’t happen.

“Why on earth are you doing this?”

I shook off Han Seo-hyeon’s hand holding me.

“Boss?”

I could see Han Seo-hyeon looking at me with a surprised face, but right now, I didn’t have the capacity to care about that guy.

I didn’t want to face anyone right now.

I backed away from Han Seo-hyeon, crawled into my room, and slammed the door shut.

“Huk, ughh.”

As I wiped my sweat-drenched forehead with the back of my hand, Ray’s voice was heard.

—What on earth is going on? Why are you suddenly acting like a crazy person?

“The problem was that I bragged about regressing in the first place. Believing I could change anything itself was wrong.”

—Why are you suddenly saying such weak things when you’ve been accomplishing everything perfectly?

“Ha.”

If Jeong Ho-san wasn’t involved, I could have done that.

But not that guy.

Not Jeong Ho-san.

Because that guy absolutely must not go wrong.

Curses came out from frustration.

“Isn’t it just a matter of pretending not to know me and looking out for his own interests? He could just live happily under the guild master who dotes on him. If he just abandons me, he could be happy.”

Why is he doing all this saying he’ll find a friend like me?

—He must care for you that much.

My breath caught at those words.

“I don’t have even a bit of value for that.”

The Kang Yi-sin that Jeong Ho-san cherished is already dead, already long gone trampled by someone.

Past events came to mind.

Seol Rok-jin’s voice dug into my mind.

“Ah, damn it.”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

The nightmare I thought I had long forgotten vividly resurfaced in my mind.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 133

				
Jeong Ho-san, that foolish guy, couldn’t do anything as soon as I was taken hostage. Kneeling and trapped in the basement, I looked at Jeong Ho-san in panic.

Jeong Ho-san was asking me with his eyes.

Where on earth had I been, and what had I gone through? Was everything I said on the phone true?

But because of the men watching us, I couldn’t properly say anything to Jeong Ho-san.

From the moment Seol Rok-jin appeared, breaking through the suffocating tension, I realized something had gone terribly wrong.

What business did that high and mighty person I’d only seen on TV have here?

And when he looked at me with his pupils turning yellow, I flinched.

‘He was an awakener?’

My goodness, to think this member of the National Assembly who had been on the most famous anti-awakener line in Korea was an awakener.

Damn, now that I know this fact, there’s no way to get out of here unscathed. I nudged Jeong Ho-san. But there was no response from Jeong Ho-san.

The moment I turned my head slightly and saw Jeong Ho-san’s face, my whole body broke out in goosebumps. Like an android with its power turned off, Jeong Ho-san’s pupils, frozen without any expression, were dyed yellow.

“What the…”

Seol Rok-jin responded to my unconscious mutter.

“I know, right?”

Seol Rok-jin, whose eyes met mine as I bowed my head kneeling, tilted his head and said:

“This is interesting.”

I drew in a sharp breath at his face coming close to mine.

“Are you hiding something perhaps?”

At Seol Rok-jin’s gesture, one of his subordinates standing nearby started undressing me. I struggled and cursed at that guy, but with my body weakened from being in an illegal Gate for a month, I couldn’t shake off even one person holding my body.

“It doesn’t seem like you have any special artifacts either.”


Seol Rok-jin’s eyes scanned me. I didn’t even have time to feel the shame of suddenly becoming naked.

Except for me, the pupils of everyone in this room were all yellow. Just like Seol Rok-jin’s. As soon as I realized this fact, my whole body broke out in goosebumps.

But even after realizing that, there was nothing I could do.

My heart grew as cold as the air touching my bare skin.

“It’s not right to keep looking at someone else’s naked body. Give him some clothes.”

Seol Rok-jin had his subordinate return clothes to me. As I put on my underwear and pants again, Seol Rok-jin said:

“I wonder why my ability doesn’t work on you?”

I frowned at the strange way of speaking that was neither informal nor polite. Though I felt I shouldn’t irritate this guy’s nerves right now, my mouth was beyond my control.

“Because your skills are terrible?”

Seol Rok-jin laughed at my sarcasm. Seol Rok-jin’s eyes shone and Jeong Ho-san stood up.

“Ho-san-ah!”

My stupid friend didn’t even turn his head at my desperate call. I realized. Though I didn’t know exactly what Seol Rok-jin’s ability was, it was clear he was controlling Jeong Ho-san now.

And that as long as Jeong Ho-san was captured, I could never ignore his words.

“Let me ask again, why doesn’t my ability work on you?”

I had no choice but to spill all my secrets to Seol Rok-jin, who had taken Jeong Ho-san hostage.

“An indomitable will. And an ability that’s a lie?”

How ridiculous. Indomitable? Isn’t that a word that terribly doesn’t suit me, who’s in the most humiliating state of all?

I prostrated myself on the floor and begged him.

“I-I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but please let my friend go. H-he just got caught up in this by chance…”

I could do anything if I could just save Jeong Ho-san.


“I’m sorry, but that can’t happen.”

Seol Rok-jin, who had discarded his previous detestable way of speaking, smiled at me.

“Your friend is already finished, you see. Ah, what a shame.”

“What do you mean?”

Seol Rok-jin gladly answered my question. That the moment he releases his ability, Jeong Ho-san will become an idiot.

That he originally intended to use me, but he had no choice but to use Jeong Ho-san in the plan instead.

The moment I heard what that plan was, my reason flew away.

Already finished? What nonsense is that when he’s alive like this? Let that guy go right now and use me instead. I begged and pleaded and earnestly appealed to him.

Actually, I don’t remember well what words I uttered then.

I only clearly remember someone’s arms firmly binding me as I struggled, and Jeong Ho-san’s back disappearing before my eyes.

The bodyguard firmly held my body that was staggering as if about to collapse. Then he started dragging me somewhere.

“Still, he ‘was’ your friend, so you should watch the end.”

Thanks to Seol Rok-jin’s consideration, I was able to clearly watch the terror Jeong Ho-san committed from the rooftop of a tall building.

My kind friend, who had said he wanted to protect people from monsters, became a monster crushing people gathered to take the bus with those two hands.

20-year-old youths who were waiting for the bus to go meet friends, an elderly couple who were planning to go to a nearby park together. A couple in their 30s who were going to an amusement park with their child.

Ordinary people all scattered as mere blood under Jeong Ho-san’s hands.

In an instant, the peaceful city became hell.

Police who belatedly arrived rushed at Jeong Ho-san. Jeong Ho-san pushed them away and attacked them too.

I bit my lip watching that scene, forgetting even tears.

“See, that’s not your friend.”


Seol Rok-jin was right.

That wasn’t my friend Jeong Ho-san. It was a monster wearing Jeong Ho-san’s skin.

Because my friend Jeong Ho-san would never do such a thing.

I desperately hoped.

That Jeong Ho-san had died the moment his body was taken by that monster, that he had just died.

If my friend Jeong Ho-san was still in there, he would be suffering more than anyone. Because there’s no way he could endure destroying part of the world with his own hands when he said he would save the world.

And once again I desperately prayed.

Please, for someone to stop Jeong Ho-san.

To stop that monster.

At that moment, a woman stood in front of Jeong Ho-san holding a gun.

Looking at Jeong Ho-san who was still rampaging like a beast, not even realizing a gun was pointed at him, I thought.

Run away.

No, don’t run away.

Let’s end it here, so you don’t have to kill innocent people with your hands anymore.

If you’re the person I know, you’d willingly accept death. No, you’d want to die.

The woman with a bob cut pulled the trigger towards the rampaging Jeong Ho-san.

The bullet flew in a round trajectory, ignoring physical laws, and accurately lodged in Jeong Ho-san’s head.

The bullet imbued with magic power penetrated Jeong Ho-san’s skin as hard as steel and passed through Jeong Ho-san’s head.

Blood splattered and Jeong Ho-san’s body stopped abruptly.

Situation over.

Watching that scene, I lost my mind.

The Yeouido Massacre incident, which lasted about an hour, ended like that.

When I woke up again, I was trapped in a basement. It was like an underground prison with a bed, table, and makeshift toilet. Looking at the door made of iron bars, I laughed emptily.

“Why.”

Why did they keep me alive?

If only I had died with Jeong Ho-san then, there would be no reason to feel this pain.

Belatedly, I sobbed recalling Jeong Ho-san’s death.

I absolutely couldn’t believe what happened yesterday. I knocked over the lunchbox that came through the iron bars.

Though my body that had been starving for days was crying out that it was hungry, I absolutely couldn’t think of eating anything.

For several days, I was trapped in darkness. For the first two days, food came in, but after I threw away the food every time, that stopped coming too. I don’t know how much time passed. I just repeatedly cried alone, shouted until I was exhausted and collapsed.

Thinking I might die living like this, around that time someone appeared in front of the iron bar door.

The moment I saw Seol Rok-jin looking at me from outside the iron bars, I mustered all the strength in my body and clung to the bars.

“You…”

“Sorry, I wanted to come a bit earlier but there was a terror I had to clean up.”

At those nonchalant words, I lost my mind once again. Because it was obvious what he meant by terror.

“I’ll kill you!”

Clinging to the iron bars, I shouted just those words like a beast. I won’t let you off, do you think you can live after doing such a thing? I cried out like a beast.

Seol Rok-jin said something towards me rampaging crazily, but his words didn’t enter my ears at all. I only had thoughts of revenge towards Seol Rok-jin.

“I’ll kill you, I’ll tear you to pieces and kill you.”

At my words, Seol Rok-jin smiled brightly.

“How?”

At Seol Rok-jin’s words, my breath caught.

“How are you going to take revenge on me while trapped in there?”

It was quite a friendly tone, but the content it contained was incredibly sharp. Seol Rok-jin said:

“Look at yourself.”

Seol Rok-jin frowned looking at me, who hadn’t eaten properly or washed properly.

“If you want to say you want revenge on me, you should have lived properly.”

It was as he said. How dare I talk about revenge when I was barely alive, just breathing. To take revenge on him, I needed to live properly.

My strength drained away. Actually, I didn’t even have the strength to give a shit anymore. I collapsed at the end of the iron bars with my strength gone.

“Why did you keep me alive?”

Why did Seol Rok-jin keep me alive in the first place? Why didn’t he just kill me at once like other people?

Seol Rok-jin answered my question.

“Because you’re special.”

“Special?”

“Yes, you’re special. Unlike others.”

It’s just that his orders don’t work on me. Can you call something like that special?

If only Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing had worked on me, then Jeong Ho-san wouldn’t have ended up like that.

“Look.”

Seol Rok-jin’s pupils turned yellow. Even the bodyguard standing next to him had his pupils turn yellow. Seol Rok-jin pointed at the man who had stiffened up and said to me:

“Do you really think you’re the same as something like that?”

I didn’t understand Seol Rok-jin’s words at all.

What’s different?

Aren’t that man and I both being played by Seol Rok-jin all the same? Seol Rok-jin, who examined my face, sighed and said:

“Yi-sin is a bit stupid.”

What are you saying, you bastard? I clenched my fist. Moreover, Yi-sin? As if we’re close enough to call each other’s names like that.

“You just haven’t realized yet. You deserve to live a more amazing life. Hmm, yes. You deserve to live a splendid life.”

“What splendid life.”

I was so dumbfounded by Seol Rok-jin’s words that I couldn’t even laugh. A splendid life for me who lost my only friend and is just crawling around trapped in a prison made by my mortal enemy?

“There’s only one splendid life for me, and that’s you dying.”

“That’s unfortunate, because I have no intention of dying for the time being.”

Seol Rok-jin, who said that, smiled brightly and said:

“I quite love my life, you see. You’ll soon realize too. How meaningless the discipline, rules, conscience, and what people call justice that bind you are. Once you realize that, you’ll know. Ah, I’ve been struggling because of such fleeting things all this time. When I could live so splendidly like this.”

At those words, I gritted my teeth. A splendid life?

“You killed my friend.”

“Yes, yes. But it’s just a friend, isn’t it? Are you thinking of dying because your friend died?”

It was a face that truly didn’t understand.

“It’s not family, not a lover, just a friend. You can just make another one.”

At those words, I clenched my fist.

Jeong Ho-san wasn’t just a simple friend. Such a light word couldn’t explain him. He was the only family in my life, the only thing I was proud of in my life.

Unlike me, who was terrible at everything, he was so brilliant that I was ashamed to be bound by the name of friend, but he was someone so precious I couldn’t think of letting go.

“It’s not something you can just make another of.”

The more I talked with Seol Rok-jin, the more certain it became.

Though he seemed fine on the outside, this person was completely messed up. How on earth does he think of people, of relationships with people?

But it was I who drew in that monster, and so caused Jeong Ho-san’s death.

I should have let go earlier, he shouldn’t have associated with someone like me.

I collapsed once again and sobbed.

Seol Rok-jin clicked his tongue looking at me.

“There’s no need to care that much. He’s dead anyway, and even if you show such loyalty, he won’t know.”

“I have no intention of playing along with you.”

Seol Rok-jin is just playing with me. Unlike those trembling around him, he just thinks of me, on whom his ability doesn’t work, as an interesting toy.

“If you’re going to kill me, just, kill me quickly.”

I gritted my teeth and shouted. Seol Rok-jin quietly looked at me.

“I told you I don’t want to kill you. It’s you who wants to kill yourself, isn’t it?”

At those words, I flinched. Seol Rok-jin’s words were right. I absolutely couldn’t forgive myself. That’s why I tried to pay for my sins with my death.

Seol Rok-jin asked me:

“Won’t you regret it if you die like that?”

Regret… I probably would regret it. I know too. I just wanted to run away cowardly. Death was a perfect choice as that method.

But how could I live? How could I continue this wretched life?

Seol Rok-jin, who lowered his head, started whispering to me in a voice as sweet as a devil’s:

“You say you cherished that friend so much, don’t you have any thoughts of taking revenge on me?”

Revenge? How could such a thing be possible? Me, who has nothing, taking revenge on Seol Rok-jin who’s like a monster?

Isn’t that impossible from the start?

“If you’re alive, who knows? I intend to cherish you, so if you stay under me, won’t a chance to take revenge on me come someday?”

Seol Rok-jin, who said that, smiled with narrowed eyes and said:

“But if you still want to die, I can’t help it.”

Hearing such words, I absolutely couldn’t die.

Alright, let’s live. Let’s survive and take revenge on that bastard no matter what.

That was certainly how it started at first.
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I survived. For the reason that I needed to be alive to take revenge on Seol Rok-jin someday.

Seol Rok-jin didn’t lie to me. Seol Rok-jin really cherished me quite a bit. At first, I could barely see his face once every few days, but then he started visiting me whenever he had time, and even removed the identification tag hanging around my neck.

As I stroked my empty neck, Seol Rok-jin made an unfunny joke asking, ‘If your neck feels empty, should I put another collar on you?’

The feeling of throwing off the collar that had constricted me all my life wasn’t as refreshing as I thought. Perhaps because of my situation of being tied to another master.

Seol Rok-jin also moved my accommodation to a different place. Though I moved from the basement that reminded me of an underground prison to a fairly decent two-room apartment, my depression only deepened.

Because I wasn’t allowed to go outside this room. I was just a prisoner trapped in a slightly more luxurious prison.

Though everything had improved incomparably from before, there were days when being alive became unbearably painful.

‘Didn’t I end up surviving by clinging to the guy who killed Jeong Ho-san?’

On days when such thoughts came, I forgot even to eat and holed up in a corner. Each time, Seol Rok-jin clicked his tongue looking at me.

“How are you going to take revenge on me if you’re depressingly cooped up like this?”

“If you want to help me that much, why don’t you fall out the window and die right now? That would make me feel really good.”

At my words, Seol Rok-jin laughed as if pleased.

“Just joking.”

It wasn’t a joke at all.

If he died, I could close my eyes in peace too. The problem is that Seol Rok-jin has no intention of obediently dying for me.

After that day, I rushed at Seol Rok-jin several times.

But there was no way to kill Seol Rok-jin who was accompanied by bodyguards and armed with artifacts. Far from killing him, I couldn’t even inflict a proper wound once.

Each time, Seol Rok-jin clicked his tongue at me.

“I told you to take revenge on me, not to jump in to commit suicide.”

I can’t kill Seol Rok-jin with such one-dimensional methods. But it’s not like I can find other methods. I was just trapped in this room anyway.


I became truly curious. Why on earth did Seol Rok-jin save me? There’s nothing good about taking in a subordinate who’s sharpening his blade of revenge against him.

I still hated Seol Rok-jin and wanted to kill him, but as time passed, my head gradually cooled.

And my cooled reason shouted that this whole situation made no sense.

Yes, it made no sense.

“Why on earth are you doing this to me?”

As I asked leaning crookedly against the wall, Seol Rok-jin just smirked.

“If you’re going to be polite, be polite, if you’re going to speak casually, speak casually. What’s with that ill-fitting way of speaking?”

“Why don’t you just answer?”

Because your ability doesn’t work on me? You kept me alive just for such a reason? Not only keeping me alive, but even assigning separate personnel to watch me and help me live like this?

It’s a situation I absolutely can’t understand.

So I needed a reason.

The reason why this guy, who’s like my enemy, is deliberately keeping me alive.

I asked Seol Rok-jin for the reason several times, but Seol Rok-jin didn’t give a proper answer.

“Rather than worrying about such things now, you should think about how to become an important person to me. That’s how you can stab me in the back and take revenge someday, right?”

Looking at his curved eyes, I realized. That attempting to fundamentally understand this guy is futile.

That I should just understand him as a psychopath, hedonist or such who doesn’t conform to any common sense.

That he just sees me as a toy, that is.

His saying I’m special probably means I’m that special of a toy. To a guy for whom everything goes his way, I seem to be quite a new toy.

There was no need to play along with his bad taste.

Yeah, keep your guard down like that. Someday I’ll bite your neck hard.


That day, Seol Rok-jin dragged me to some building. Seol Rok-jin, who went down to the basement of the building, didn’t answer at all when I asked where this was.

‘Has he gotten bored of playing with me? Well, with no reaction or anything, it’s bound to get boring. So is he thinking of killing me now?’

But well, there’s nothing I can do. I quietly closed my mouth and followed him. Thinking it’s rather refreshing that it’s turned out like this.

The place Seol Rok-jin and I arrived at was a room that looked like an interrogation room. On the other side of a transparent glass, a man was sitting tied to a chair.

Though I wasn’t dragged to a laboratory as I worried, my body stiffened with tension at the ominous atmosphere of the room.

“What’s with that person?”

Though we should be clearly visible through the glass, the man showed no sign of knowing we were here.

Is it a one-way mirror or something?

Why on earth did he bring me here?

“I thought you should at least earn your keep.”

“Earn my keep?”

“I told you, I’ll cherish you in my own way. But shouldn’t you do something for me in return?”

At those words, I clenched my fist. How dare he try to lure me with such words. Whatever he’s planning to make me do, I should just refuse unconditionally.

At my rebellious gaze, Seol Rok-jin said:

“If you don’t want to, don’t.”

“Ha, of course I don’t…”

“If you’re thinking of staying trapped there for life.”

At those words, I narrowed my eyes.

“Are you saying if I do as you say here, you’ll let me out of that house?”

“Yes. But promise me. Since you’re doing it anyway, that you’ll do it sincerely until results come out.”


At Seol Rok-jin’s words, I nodded. Whatever it is, I was dying after being locked up for nearly a month.

I absolutely had to get outside, if only to find a way to kill this bastard right away.

“Then what do I have to do?”

At my question, Seol Rok-jin pointed at the man tied up in the room and said:

“It’s simple. Deceive that with your talent.”

That? I knew he was someone who didn’t treat people as people, but that was a really nasty way to refer to someone.

Anyway, deceive that? Seeing as he said to use my talent, he must mean to lie.

“What kind of lie do you want me to tell?”

“Hmm, well.”

Seol Rok-jin stroked his chin, tilted his head and said:

“I hadn’t thought about that.”

“…You hadn’t thought about it?”

At my resentful gaze, Seol Rok-jin shrugged his shoulders and said:

“You’re very comfortable and happy here right now?”

Tell someone tied up with their limbs bound in a room so white it’s scary just to look at, ‘You’re very comfortable’? To someone trembling like an aspen leaf even now?

I sighed and said:

“It’s impossible.”

“Without even trying?”

“I know without trying.”

My lies are different from Seol Rok-jin’s ability. It was impossible to ‘lie’ to someone already so terrified like that.

“My ability isn’t all-powerful like yours. In that state, no lie will work.”

Whether it’s lies or whatever, it’s only possible with someone who words get through to. You can’t even properly start talking to someone who’s not a subject you can communicate with in the first place.

“Hmm, I see. So the setup itself was wrong from the start.”

Saying that and nodding his head, Seol Rok-jin’s pupils turned yellow. At the same time, the man standing behind me entered the room.

“Wait, what are you trying to do?”

It was when I shouted out of an inexplicable anxiety. The bodyguard who pulled out his gun shot the man tied to the chair right in the head.

“Huh.”

I swallowed at the blood splattering before my eyes. What just happened?

Did, did they kill someone?

Seol Rok-jin calmly continued speaking.

“Next time, I’ll prepare a bit more carefully.”

“What, what kind of crazy act is this!”

“You said it yourself. That it was impossible.”

“Why, why did you kill that person!”

“Ah, because this way you’ll probably try a bit harder next time?”

Seol Rok-jin tapped my cheek and said:

“So from now on, don’t immediately give up saying you don’t want to do it, okay?”

* * *

The next day, I pleaded almost begging to Seol Rok-jin who was dragging me to the usual building.

“I, I can’t do it.”

Unlike Seol Rok-jin who can completely brainwash someone just by having them in his sight, my ability is just pathetic.

It’s just lying! Lies only work when the situation fits well. Building rapport with that person is important, and the situation is important too. Even lies that would work won’t work in such a bleak interrogation room.

Moreover, in a situation where someone’s life depends on my actions, I wasn’t confident I could tell a proper lie either.

At my words, Seol Rok-jin said:

“You said with your own mouth that you’d try sincerely until results came out since you were doing it anyway.”

“At that time, I didn’t know someone would die because of me!”

“Then there’s no choice. I’ll just have to get rid of all the people I prepared.”

“Wait, people you prepared?”

How many more are there?

Moreover, if I say I don’t want to do it, is he thinking of killing all those people? No, it’s not just a thought, he’ll really do it.

“I excitedly prepared a lot since you said you’d try hard, but it’s a shame.”

Seol Rok-jin who said that was smiling while watching my reaction.

This son of a bitch.

“W-wait!”

I grabbed Seol Rok-jin’s arm. Though it gave me goosebumps, I had no choice to stop Seol Rok-jin who was about to do something right away.

“I’ll try.”

I desperately said to Seol Rok-jin.

“I’ll try, so…”

I bit my lip.

I don’t want innocent people to die because of me.

Absolutely, absolutely not.

But how?

Can I really deceive someone else with my lies?

Seol Rok-jin, who examined my face, slowly opened his mouth.

“How many times have you used your ability?”

Seol Rok-jin tapped his neck.

“You probably couldn’t use your ability freely while wearing a dog collar.”

All awakeners had to wear identification tags mandatorily. At the academy, you could take off the collar in certain situations, but even in the academy I rarely used my ability.

After graduating, I never used my ability even once.

Why?

Because I hated my ability terribly.

I had tried to use the magic power flowing in my body in other ways, but I couldn’t think of honing my ability of lying.

It wouldn’t work on monsters who can’t communicate anyway, and it seemed ridiculous to open my mouth in front of enemies saying I’d try lying.

“Can you really not do it? Or have you not even tried?”

I couldn’t give any answer to Seol Rok-jin’s words.

“Are you running away again saying you can’t do it without even trying hard?”

I didn’t want to say I was running away, at least not to Seol Rok-jin.

I stood in the room that had been cleaned up as if nothing had happened. I gritted my teeth looking at the man staring at me with an oblivious face.

I thought of Seol Rok-jin who would be watching me from beyond the shiny mirror.

“You, you…”

I tried with all my might, but my lie didn’t work.

The man who had already noticed the situation and was trembling looking at me couldn’t focus on my words at all.

I desperately tried to talk to the man, but it was a failure.

And the price for that failure was the same as yesterday. I moved my lips looking at the blood stain splattered on the wall.

“Why on earth…”

Seol Rok-jin said to me:

“People tend to be more efficient with a bit of pressure.”

You’re killing people just for that? I rubbed my face.

“Why don’t you just kill me? Haven’t you had enough fun by now?”

I had already lost hope. How could a weakling like me take revenge on Seol Rok-jin? When I can’t even handle my one talent properly.

If he was trying to make me despair, he succeeded.

“Fun?”

Seol Rok-jin lifted my chin and said looking into my eyes:

“I’m trying to help you.”

“You’re trying to help me?”

“You’re just wasting your precious talent.”

Precious talent. Is mere lying to deceive others precious?

“I think what you need is to become a bit more desperate.”

And the next day, Seol Rok-jin really made me desperate.
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The next day, I couldn’t help but freeze up when I saw the person in the usual ‘interrogation room’. It was because the person standing there was a child. The moment I saw the child who looked like they might be barely 10 years old, I gritted my teeth.

“It’s a child.”

The moment I saw the child trembling on the other side of the room, my mind went blank.

Ignoring my words, Seol Rok-jin calmly continued speaking.

“If you can make that child eat that onion, I’ll spare the child. However, you’re forbidden from directly telling the child that they need to eat the onion to survive. You just need to make the child eat the onion of their own will.”

Unlike yesterday, Seol Rok-jin had set clear rules. But I absolutely couldn’t enter that room.

“Why a child?”

Seol Rok-jin said nonchalantly:

“Adults catch on to the situation and think ahead, but children are innocent.”

So lies would work better on them, he meant.

But what if I fail?

“You’re not planning to kill that child, are you?”

“If you fail, that’s what will happen. You’re thinking about failing before you’ve even started?”

After saying I needed desperation, was this how he planned to make me desperate?

“Please…”

“You don’t need to beg me, Yi-sin. If you do well, there’s no need for that child to die. It’s just deceiving a mere 10-year-old child.”

It seems like you could deceive them even without talent. Seol Rok-jin said that to me and I was pushed inside.

And I desperately tried to deceive the child, but the child wasn’t easily fooled.

“You want me to eat this? This is an onion.”

I said while sweating profusely:


“That’s a very delicious apple. Try it, it’ll be very tasty.”

Please, child, please. If you don’t eat that, you’ll die.

I desperately tried to deceive the child by drawing up my body’s magic power, but my lie didn’t work. Seeing my tearful face, the child just became terrified.

“No!”

I shook my head watching the child run away from me. This won’t do. This can’t happen. So I groaned and tried somehow to gain the child’s trust.

But time passed without any results, and the door opened.

“Please, please…”

“Time’s up. It’s already been 2 hours.”

Seol Rok-jin had people pull me out. At the sudden intrusion of people, the child hid under the table with a terrified face.

Though one might feel sympathy at that pitiful sight.

And then a gunshot was heard.

The moment that sound was heard, I cried out and lunged at Seol Rok-jin. But as usual, my struggle was easily blocked.

“Why, it’s a child. A child, an innocent child. Why a child who’s done nothing wrong…”

At my crazed mutterings, Seol Rok-jin whispered:

“I know. If you wanted to save that child, you should have done well, Yi-sin. I gave you chances over and over, but it’s troublesome if you fail and then blame me.”

Seol Rok-jin said it was all my fault, my responsibility that the child died.

That ‘he didn’t want to do this either, but this seemed like it would be most effective’.

That if I keep not using my ability, turning away, and hiding, he’ll have no choice but to use worse methods.

The next day, Seol Rok-jin pushed me in front of another child.

And I failed.


Again.

* * *

After that, Seol Rok-jin kept bringing children. I, who wanted to save at least the children, tried desperately.

But I failed time and time again, and each time a gunshot was heard. I could have turned my head or avoided it, but I looked straight at that scene.

Because that child’s death was all my fault.

Seol Rok-jin said to me as I was huddled in a corner:

“You’re too scared. When even you don’t believe your own words, who would listen to you?”

I didn’t want to hear Seol Rok-jin’s words, but they made sense. I was too scared of failure. When I spoke while trembling, of course no one would believe my words.

“To take revenge on me too, you should shake it off and get up, right? Nothing gets better by being so depressed.”

Just curse at me, curse! I got up at that pathetic advice. As Seol Rok-jin said, nothing would get better by curling up like this.

That day, I was finally able to succeed.

Only after sacrificing five victims, did I succeed at that damned lie.

The moment I saw the child eating the onion as if it were a crisp apple, I collapsed on the floor.

“Well done.”

Seol Rok-jin’s praise pierced my ears. It was the first time I heard praise for my talent, but I wasn’t happy.

“How nice that you listen to me well. You live, and that little one lives too.”

I scrunched my face at those words and asked Seol Rok-jin:

“What happens to that child?”

“Well…”

“What do you mean well? Surely you’re not thinking of bringing them here again?”


“Should I send them somewhere nice?”

“Of course you should!”

At my outburst, Seol Rok-jin smiled ambiguously and said:

“Alright, I’ll send them to a nice place. That kid’s life needs spring days too.”

At that time, I didn’t know what those words meant. I just thought it was fortunate the child escaped this hell.

Not knowing the child would be going to an even worse hell.

* * *

After that, I had to play along with Seol Rok-jin’s experiments.

At first, it was simply deceiving them into eating an onion as an apple, but later I had to tell other lies too. Though I begged and begged and a few times adults were brought as my test subjects, when failures continued, children were immediately brought in.

Each time, I had to use all my strength to deceive the children.

As the experiments continued, there were more days of success than failure. And with each success, Seol Rok-jin praised me generously.

And that praise made my heart very strange.

I threw all sorts of tantrums at Seol Rok-jin. I must never forget the fact that he created this situation in the first place. He was my enemy. My mortal enemy, the villain whose neck I must wring.

But Seol Rok-jin accepted all my tantrums. He was strangely kind to me, and I didn’t know what to do with that kindness.

The next day, I stood before Seol Rok-jin again, and he proposed another experiment to me.

“Somehow make that man over there die. Then I’ll spare that child.”

The child Seol Rok-jin pointed to looked at me while trembling.

“Didn’t you let that kid go yesterday?”

“I let them go from that place yesterday.”

Damn bastard.

“Don’t worry. I definitely sent away the first child you saved.”

Son of a bitch.

I gritted my teeth while cursing Seol Rok-jin in my mind repeatedly. If I didn’t curse like this even in my mind, I couldn’t bear it. But I didn’t dare think of rebelling against Seol Rok-jin.

Seol Rok-jin had taught me very clearly over time. That there would be consequences if I disobeyed his words. And that there would be very sweet rewards if I listened to his words.

I entered the interrogation room. And that day, I pushed that man to death without much difficulty.

The threat that even if he survived here, more terrible things would befall him didn’t even seem like a ‘lie’. The man, terrified by my words, blew his head off with the gun placed in front of him.

Even though there were options like picking up that gun and shooting me, or shooting Seol Rok-jin, the man who fell for my lie stupidly only thought ‘I should die’.

With a flick of my three-inch tongue, I blew away a person’s life.

Ah, I’ve completely become a monster.

I squeezed my eyes shut looking at the blurry lock that appeared before my eyes. Though I achieved the visualization of my talent that I had wanted so much, I wasn’t happy at all.

Because my talent ultimately became a terrible tool for killing people.

My talent, which developed in the direction I most didn’t want, only felt terrible.

How many people will I make unhappy with this in the future?

Looking down at the corpse of the man I killed, I sighed internally.

“Is that enough now?”

Seol Rok-jin, who rushed in with an extremely excited face, grabbed my shoulders.

“See, don’t you feel anything?”

It’s not that I don’t feel anything. I feel anger, and sadness. But that’s probably not the kind of feeling he’s talking about. I glared at Seol Rok-jin with a scrunched face. Seol Rok-jin continued speaking, still looking excited:

“They do anything according to your orders. Even throwing away their own lives. Hm? How does it feel?”

Seol Rok-jin who said that examined my face. As if trying to find some realization from me.

Seol Rok-jin always told me to throw away my sympathy for people.

That those things are not humans like us. At first, I thought Seol Rok-jin was an awakener supremacist. Because that’s mainly what awakener supremacists say. But Seol Rok-jin was merciless to awakeners too.

I realized.

This guy is just crazy, and maybe he wants to make me, for some reason, a crazy person like himself.

“I don’t know what you’re expecting from me, but I can never become like you.”

At those words, Seol Rok-jin smiled.

“You’re a strange guy. No matter what I do for you, no matter what power I give you, you make a face like you’re not grateful at all, but you tremble when I say I’ll kill children.”

“You…”

“Even though dozens have already died because of you, you still feel pain.”

Seol Rok-jin tilted his head and added:

“But is your current pain the same as at first?”

At those words, my breath caught.

“When the first child died, you couldn’t even eat properly. You couldn’t sleep properly for a week. But now?”

Now I eat and sleep very well. Nightmares come, but only for a moment. My whole body trembled at Seol Rok-jin’s words. Seol Rok-jin smiled at my reaction and said:

“It’s just a matter of time.”

All stimuli become familiar eventually. Seol Rok-jin said someone’s death is like that too. That eventually I would realize what he had been trying to teach.

“No, I’ve just learned to swallow it inside. Because nothing changes by feeling pain. You taught me, didn’t you? That I need to keep my mind straight even if it’s to kill you.”

Seol Rok-jin sighed looking at me still acting stiffly. At his sigh, my body stiffened for a moment. Somehow, I had come to truly fear Seol Rok-jin’s disappointment.

Seol Rok-jin looked at me and said:

“Don’t worry, Yi-sin. Even if you’re terribly lacking, stupid, and dull-witted, I’ve decided to take you in.”

Seol Rok-jin patted my head as if petting a dog and said:

“And while humans can’t easily be forgiven, dogs can be forgiven many times.”

I scrunched my face at those words.

“Dog?”

“You’re too stupid to be treated as a human, you see. Moreover, I told you. Humans can’t easily be forgiven. But if it’s a dog doing stupid things, well. If it’s a dog, it can’t be helped.”

At his words, I realized. That Seol Rok-jin doesn’t see me as a human. Though he said I was special, he and I weren’t even equal.

“It’ll be better for you to live as a dog too.”

I didn’t dare ask Seol Rok-jin who said that.

What on earth do I need to do to be treated as a human by you?

* * *

No matter how much you want to die, you can live somehow if you have someone to take revenge on.

I learned that from Seol Rok-jin.

—What you told Xie Haozhu, was that from experience?

“That’s right.”

Certainly at first, I intended to take revenge on Seol Rok-jin. I really intended to take great revenge on that bastard who did that to my friend and ruined my life.

But as time passed, that resolve faded.

There were several reasons.

Because I absolutely didn’t have the ability to carry out revenge, because Seol Rok-jin was too strong, because the opportunity didn’t come.

Later…

“I just adapted to living with that bastard.”

During the 9 years I spent with Seol Rok-jin, it wasn’t always painful.

Though I hated and despised Seol Rok-jin to death, at the same time I became quite accustomed to him. I still disliked him, but as I came to know Seol Rok-jin better than anyone else in this world, my hatred and desire for revenge towards him vaguely faded.

Only then did I understand why Seol Rok-jin kept me alive.

“He was confident he could persuade me.”

Seol Rok-jin put an invisible leash on my neck. Without even thinking of cutting that leash and running away, and without thinking of biting the foot of the owner holding the leash. I lived as that bastard’s pet.

—It’s not like you wanted to become like that.

That’s not important. Because in the end, it’s a fact that I contributed to this country’s downfall while sticking with that bastard.

Didn’t I quite enjoy it later?

The so-called ‘successful life’ Seol Rok-jin gave me.

“Isn’t it funny? I wanted revenge so badly, but before I knew it, I got along so well with that bastard who was Ho-san’s enemy.”

Seol Rok-jin was right. I was very similar to Seol Rok-jin.

“I was a no-good person from the start. I was trash from the beginning. What was I trying to do with that kind of background.”

—Are you planning to do nothing while being stuck here just because of that?

“What on earth can I do? The more I do something, the more everything just falls apart. Maybe if I hadn’t done anything at all, this situation wouldn’t have happened…”

At that moment, the firmly closed door opened.

No, it would be more accurate to say it was ripped off. Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon, looking quite heated, burst through the door that was ripped off its hinges.

“Come out.”

“W-what?”

Han Seo-hyeon said to me with an extremely angry face:

“Let’s talk.”
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I was dragged out. Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho stood in front of me with their arms crossed as I was forcibly seated on the sofa.

The pressure was no joke with these kids, who had grown much taller, looking down at me while I sat.

“Uh, you two sit down too.”

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho didn’t even pretend to listen. I awkwardly moved my lips.

“I don’t know what’s going on, but is it human behavior to hole up like that?”

As if he had been waiting, Han Seo-hyeon’s nagging dropped. Han Seo-hyeon’s face as he said those words was terrible.

How much time has passed anyway?

—It’s been two days.

I was surprised at Ray’s words. Two days have passed? Come to think of it, I do feel hungry.

—Is being hungry important right now! Those kids have been anxiously waiting for you for two days without any explanation!

At Ray’s words, I raised my gaze again.

Despite having ripped off the door and dragged a person to sit on the sofa, Han Seo-hyeon had a face like he was about to cry.

“If Boss holes up like that, we…”

My heart sank at the reddened eyes that looked like they would burst into tears at any moment. What have I been doing to these kids?

For a moment, I lost my mind and…

—It’s not just for a moment, you were planning to stay holed up in that room for days if it weren’t for those kids.

Ugh, my conscience is turning to powder.

—Don’t worry. I’m here instead of your powdered conscience.

Only after seeing Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho looking at me with anxious eyes did I realize my mistake.

I said I’d bring these kids and act as their guardian, but suddenly I abandoned them.


“I’m sorry.”

“What exactly are you sorry for? Holing up in that room for two days without any proper explanation to us? Trying to gloss over it with a vague apology even now without a proper explanation?”

Ugh, I’ve completely pushed the wrong button. The awkwardness passed quickly, and soon my head became complicated.

This is losing my qualification as a guardian.

I decided to speak honestly.

“Just everything.”

The parenting education book I looked up because of Kim Jae-ho said this: Keeping your mouth shut to children is especially not good for children’s personality growth. It said you shouldn’t gloss over things just because they’re young, but should clearly talk about things that need to be talked about.

The most important thing is communication.

I know, I know. But as soon as I thought Jeong Ho-san might go wrong again because of me, I cowardly hid.

“I’m sorry. For abandoning you.”

At my sincere apology, Han Seo-hyeon’s face fell. Han Seo-hyeon, who sighed deeply, sat at my feet and said:

“Now you have to tell us the reason. Why did you suddenly do that?”

I sighed at Han Seo-hyeon’s persistent gaze. Kids these days are really picky, they never just let things go.

—Do you know there’s only a 4-year age difference between you and him?

‘Hmm, you have to add 10 more years to that.’

A 14-year age difference. It’s tremendous when I think about it. It wasn’t very pleasant being interrogated by such a young child, but I still had to speak clearly.

“It seemed like that friend’s life was ruined because of me. So I kind of lost my mind suddenly.”

“Ruined?”

“He quit that great guild because of me and entered a trash department like the Awakener Crimes Department.”

—A villain calling a government agency a trash department. That’s truly putting the cart before the horse.


‘Well, it’s actually trash. At least while Seol Rok-jin’s influence touches it.’

What Seol Rok-jin wants is to instill in the public the perception that awakeners are dangerous. The Awakener Crimes Department must remain a thoroughly incompetent agency. That way, the idea that awakeners are so dangerous that they can’t be controlled by the Awakener Crimes Department or the government will spread.

Getting criticized from above, being branded as incompetent by the public and suffering. Trying to do something with your own power but nothing working out. It’s a fate doomed to roll around one way or another.

Unless you’re a shameless person who can just do whatever you’re told like Park Cheol-wan, types like Do Chae-hee or Jeong Ho-san will only feel despair there.

Do Chae-hee from before the regression was truly miserable. She didn’t even know then that Park Cheol-wan was a puppet. I watched up close as Do Chae-hee despaired after being crushed and broken and rolling around in the middle several times before learning the truth.

Do Chae-hee, who learned that Seol Rok-jin was the root of all problems, shattered. Because Do Chae-hee was already too exhausted to endure the fact that the person she thought was her only hope and light was actually the villain behind all those events.

Even her desperate struggles mixed with despair were just entertainment for Seol Rok-jin.

I can’t throw Jeong Ho-san into such a position.

“It’s because of me.”

“Why is it because of you, Boss?”

“Because he ended up like that just to find me.”

“That friend, if Boss is reacting to this extent, you must have been very close, right?”

“That’s right.”

“It’s natural for him to react extremely when such a friend suddenly disappeared.”

Though I didn’t explain the detailed circumstances, Han Seo-hyeon already seemed to have roughly guessed the situation between me and Jeong Ho-san.

Well, is there anyone in this world who can escape Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes and ears?

Moreover, I was the one who asked to monitor Jeong Ho-san, so I can’t even say why they investigated.

“So in short, all this happened because Boss went off the grid?”

Still, hearing such words hurt. It chills me to the bone.

“Urgh.”


But I had an excuse too.

What I want is for Jeong Ho-san to live a happy life.

A villain friend isn’t needed in that happy life.

So I disappear.

Ta-da!

How clean a conclusion is that?

—I would have believed you before, but after seeing that memory, I understand. You were just scared, weren’t you?

No sooner had Ray’s words ended than Han Seo-hyeon said:

“You just ran away because you were scared, right?”

At those words, I snorted.

“Scared? Me? Of what?”

I reflexively said that, but under Han Seo-hyeon’s steady gaze, I soon had to admit.

I was scared, actually. That something like that would happen again. I was terrified out of my mind.

“Who exactly is that person?”

“Someone who… was my friend.”

I think our relationship was cut off long ago.

In my previous life, that guy died miserably because of his entanglement with me. So how could I dare to call myself that guy’s friend?

He’d be much happier not being involved with me…

“Ah! Stop digging into the ground so uncharacteristically!”

—That’s right! This isn’t like you!

The proper response to such lines would be to shout ‘What’s ‘like me’!’, but I didn’t even have the strength for that.

“What exactly is the problem!”

It must be quite frustrating from Han Seo-hyeon’s perspective.

Right, should I at least pretend to be fine until things are resolved? I can’t make the children anxious.

There’s a lot to do right away anyway.

“I’m sorry. I’ll pull myself together again…”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“Don’t do that.”

“Huh?”

“Don’t pretend like nothing’s wrong.”

“Uh…”

Now is he making a fuss because I’m pretending to be fine? I really don’t know what tune to dance to.

“Whatever it is, I’ll help.”

Han Seo-hyeon said.

“I can’t stand seeing Boss suffer alone like that. But I don’t like you pretending like nothing’s wrong either.”

Han Seo-hyeon, who said that, nudged Kim Jae-ho’s side.

“Me too.”

Oh my. I thought I had been acting as these kids’ guardian for months. Now it seems like the opposite.

“Nothing gets better by running away. Didn’t you say that if we work together, we can solve anything?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I blinked.

“…That’s right.”

I felt overwhelming despair momentarily and ran away, but actually nothing gets better by running away.

The situation has already happened.

If I run away saying I won’t do anything here, the situation will only get worse.

It’s not the time to run away saying all this happened because of me. Because all this happened because of me, I need to somehow resolve it.

For that, yes.

“I need to meet that guy.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes widened.

“You’re going to meet that person?”

“Yes, it would probably be better to meet and talk.”

If all this is because of my disappearance, wouldn’t coming up to the surface and meeting him be the best solution?

Right, what’s going to change by being wishy-washy like this?

I stood up abruptly.

My left arm went down with a whoosh.

Han Seo-hyeon, who clung to my arm like a monkey, shouted:

“T-that person is on Do Chae-hee’s side! Do Chae-hee is desperate to catch us! Does it make any sense to go meet such a person directly now?”

“But you said it yourself. Nothing gets resolved by running away.”

“What I meant wasn’t not to physically run away!”

I know my friend Jeong Ho-san well. If I don’t show up, that guy will keep wandering around looking for me.

“There’s no more certain solution than meeting.”

—A-are you thinking of meeting that guy? In this situation?

‘Yes, isn’t that the most certain method?’

You’re thinking of quitting your guild and entering the Awakener Crimes Department just to find me?

Come to think of it, it really makes me angry. You’re ruining your life in the mud just to find me? Who do you think would be grateful for that? Jeong Ho-san is really a selfish idiot who only thinks of himself.

Saying it’s for my sake is a lie. I don’t want anything like that at all.

—What are you going to do when you meet?

“What are you going to do when you meet!”

Once again, Ray and Han Seo-hyeon’s words overlapped.

“I need to explain and ask.”

Even if I can’t explain all the circumstances, wouldn’t it be enough to say I’m doing well so you should do your own thing too?

The reason Jeong Ho-san reacted so extremely is because I became a murder suspect and then went missing.

Hmm, wouldn’t it be okay if he knows I’m alive? Yeah! He might even say he’s going back to the guild.

—You idiot, that’s escapism! Do you think things will be resolved so easily!

‘Escapism? I’m trying to stop escaping, what do you mean…’

I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and smiled brightly.

“You know quite a lot about friendships even though you don’t have friends. Thanks, it was helpful.”

I received help this time.

It was quite a sincere thing to say, but at my words, Han Seo-hyeon shouted with a reddened face:

“W-who are you calling a loner without any friends?”

I’m not sure about being a loner, but isn’t it true you don’t have any friends?

At my gaze, Han Seo-hyeon acted up even more.

* * *

I pulled my hood down low.

Since I’ve been going around wearing a mask everywhere lately, it felt strange to come out without wearing anything.

Ugh, at this rate it wouldn’t be strange to be called a mask fetishist.

—It’s not strange, you’re just that…

[Will you really be okay going alone?]

Han Seo-hyeon’s radio transmission cut off Ray’s nonsense. He’s still worried about me. I deliberately raised my voice:

“I said it’s fine. Besides, what are you thinking of doing by all rushing in together? Are you planning to advertise that we’re Weltschmerz?”

[That’s, but still…]

“Today I came here not as Weltschmerz but as a person named Kang Yi-sin.”

[The problem is that Kang Yi-sin is enough of a criminal too!]

Jeong Ho-san is my friend. Surely he wouldn’t capture me and hand me over to the Awakener Crimes Department?

—You’re trusting quite a lot.

‘Well, in the end it was Jeong Ho-san who let me go that day.’

Before coming here, I sent Jeong Ho-san a note with Han Seo-hyeon’s help.

「Let’s talk.

-Kang Yi-sin.」

After checking the note, Jeong Ho-san came here right away. I watched Jeong Ho-san pacing in the park while hiding behind a tree.

‘What a fool.’

“I told him to come in five hours.”

To think he’s on standby right away.

I waited for all people to disappear and then plodded towards that place.

Though it was 10 minutes later than the appointment time I had written down, Jeong Ho-san was still stubbornly keeping his place.

I walked towards him. He saw me and I saw him.

“Have you been well?”

Along with my greeting, a bear pounced on me with a thud.
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It felt like I was hit by a dump truck rather than being hugged by a person.

“Kang Yi-sin, is it really you?”

Jeong Ho-san looked at my face with an unbelieving expression.

“Yeah, it’s me. So can you let go of me?”

My breath caught as this big guy did this.

“I, I thought you were dead. Even though that couldn’t be possible, because you weren’t contactable at all. I even had those kinds of thoughts…”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s fortunate, since nothing bad happened.”

“Yes, it’s fortunate. It’s really fortunate that you’re alive…”

Jeong Ho-san’s voice started to get chillier.

“You were alive all this time and didn’t contact me even once, how could you do this to me?”

The arms hugging me started to tighten gradually.

“Hey, wait! Just a moment!”

I patted his back hard. When I struggled, Jeong Ho-san quietly let me go. Really, I thought I was going to die with my ribs crushed.

Jeong Ho-san grabbed my shoulders again. Jeong Ho-san was still looking at me with a very angry face. But the anger was momentary. Jeong Ho-san’s face soon crumbled.

“What, what is this all about?”

It’s the first time I’ve been at a loss for words because I had too much to say. Until I saw this guy’s face, I seemed to have hundreds of sentences to say to him, but seeing his crumpled face like this, they all disappeared.

Scratching the back of my neck, what I said to him was…

“I’m sorry about all this time.”

Just this one pathetic line.

“You’re sorry about all this time?”


Jeong Ho-san, who firmly gripped my shoulders with both hands, shouted in a fierce voice:

“Is that all you have to say? Is that all you have to say to me?”

I know that what I said was pathetic.

I don’t know why only such messed up words come out to Jeong Ho-san, when I could move my mouth so well for others.

“What on earth have you been doing all this time, where have you been and what have you been doing? Why didn’t you contact me even once all this time! You should say things like that. How on earth did you think of me to disappear without even a single word?”

I couldn’t give any answer to that question.

“Am I really your friend? Hey, Yi-sin. Tell me, are we really friends?”

He and I can no longer be friends. Though I thought that, hearing these words made me angry anew.

“What about you? Did you leave that great guild saying you’d find someone who’s not even a friend?”

At my words, Jeong Ho-san’s pupils widened.

“You, how did you know that?”

Ah, I made another mistake. At my words, Jeong Ho-san’s eyes became fierce.

“So that’s it? So you showed up because of that? You’re finally showing your precious face just because I left the guild.”

“Hey, you jerk.”

Standing in front of this guy always feels like going back to when we were young. Maybe because my last time with him was around this time. Though we’ve aged ten years more than then, we still act like children.

“What do you really think of people?”

It was the first time I saw Jeong Ho-san this angry. Well, Jeong Ho-san was always the one to soothe me with a smiling face no matter what happened.

I was always the one to start fights and cause trouble, and that guy was the one to clean up my mistakes.

I don’t know how to soothe him when he’s this fiercely angry. Jeong Ho-san sighed looking at me standing there awkwardly.

“Don’t just stand there blankly, say something. You called me out saying we should talk. Didn’t you come out here because you had something to say?”


“Yeah, that’s right.”

I said with a sigh:

“First, I’m sorry.”

“For what? What exactly are you sorry for?”

Han Seo-hyeon, and this guy too. I don’t know why everyone catches on my words like this when I apologize.

—That’s because your way of apologizing has something that makes people angry.

‘Really?’

—Yeah, doesn’t it sound like you’re just saying ‘Here, eat this and get lost’?

I didn’t intend that at all. It’s strange, I’ve never thought my way with words was bad, but I wonder why it doesn’t work at all with either Jeong Ho-san or Han Seo-hyeon.

“Just, I’m sorry for everything. I did everything wrong…”

At my pathetic apology, Jeong Ho-san sighed deeply.

“Forget the apology. Just tell me what you’ve been doing all this time and where.”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, I rolled my eyes and said:

“I was just, doing well.”

There’s a lot I want to say, but not much I can say. Before Jeong Ho-san could get angry at my answer, I quickly asked:

“What about you?”

“I was doing well too.”

I nodded my head saying that. Yeah, yeah. It’s fortunate he was doing well…

“Are you joking? A guy who was doing well quits his guild and runs away?”

“What about you, are you joking? What? You were doing well? Is that all you have to say? If you’re going to apologize like that, you should at least tell me properly how you’ve been! So I can understand you, or scold you!”


Again, the two of us started fighting like children. You did wrong, no, you did more wrong! After hissing like that for a while, we ran out of energy.

“Now tell me properly. Where exactly have you been and what have you been doing all this time? Why did you suddenly disappear? And what exactly are you doing now? Tell me everything without leaving anything out.”

At those words, I moved my lips. There’s no way I could tell the truth.

The reason I came here isn’t to tell ‘the truth’ about what’s been happening.

“Actually, you see…”

I drew magic power into my eyes. I didn’t want to use my ability on my friend, but this would be more certain than persuasion with just words. If I could protect him safely even like this, I didn’t care.

If I could just make him take his hands off my business…

“You, don’t do that.”

My body flinched at those words.

“What?”

“You were about to ‘lie’ to me just now.”

My pupils turn black when I’m about to lie. Unlike Han Seo-hyeon’s pupils that burn like flames, my pupils are still black. That’s why even Seol Rok-jin couldn’t notice when I used my ability.

But this guy always saw through my ability.

“If it’s something you can’t say, then just don’t say it. I’ll accept it even if you say you can’t explain. But I don’t like lies.”

How can I ‘lie’ to someone who says things like this? I dispersed my mana.

“Damn it.”

Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly at my curse.

“Did you think I would do as you want if you just glossed over things with some lies?”

“Why on earth did you quit even your guild for someone like me?”

“Because it’s you.”

Jeong Ho-san said.

“We promised, didn’t we? That even if everyone else in this world abandons us, we at least wouldn’t do that to each other.”

Because unlike others who have the fence of family, we only have each other. That we’d willingly become each other’s fence.

That’s what we promised.

“So I searched. No matter what others said, I couldn’t give up on my friend Kang Yi-sin. If you had died, I was going to find even your corpse. But what do you know. You’re alive and well.”

“Uh, well.”

Another reproachful look. Yeah, I’m a bastard. For ignoring and worrying a friend who cares about me this much for months. And then coming all this way just to say this crap.

Should I give a somewhat proper explanation?

“I can’t explain the details. I can only say that I’m chasing bad guys in my own way…”

“Bad guys?”

“Yeah.”

“Is that all? Just ‘bad guys’ without any specific names or explanations? Even fairy tale books wouldn’t describe villains like that.”

The explanation was like this because I didn’t want to give Jeong Ho-san any hints. This guy has a persistent side, so if I drop even a hint, I don’t know what kind of accident he might cause with it.

“It started from the illegal Gate incident, right?”

“What?”

“Inspector Do Chae-hee said so. That you seemed to have been chasing an organization involved with that incident since then.”

I narrowed my eyes. He’s quite sharp, more than I thought. But that’s as far as it goes. He won’t be able to reach Seol Rok-jin with just the illegal Gate alone.

I was rather relieved. That this was the only hint Jeong Ho-san had found.

“Anyway, this is my business. You stay out of it.”

I pushed Jeong Ho-san away.

“You see now from today. I’m fine. I’ve been doing very well all this time.”

Please go back and live your life. I scratched the back of my neck and said:

“I’ll contact you occasionally from now on.”

What I want is to completely cut ties here, but I know I can’t persuade Jeong Ho-san with words like that.

Maybe I’ll give a survival report occasionally. So he won’t worry about me, or rather, worry less.

“So you go back to the guild.”

“Quitting the guild…”

Jeong Ho-san sighed and continued:

“You were the trigger, but it’s not just because of you. It’s because I learned that there’s a way to help people not just by saving people in the guild, but in other ways too.”

“What?”

“At first, it was to find the answer to why you did such a thing.”

Jeong Ho-san said he couldn’t understand me. Why I made such a choice. He says he could understand me only after hearing Do Chae-hee’s words. And he made his own decision too. That he wants to walk the same path as me.

“The you I know is definitely not a bad person. So there must be an unavoidable reason why you chose that kind of method, right?”

This is why I didn’t want to meet Jeong Ho-san. Because the me he knows is Kang Yi-sin without a speck of dirt, but the current me isn’t like that. What unavoidable reason? I just wanted to wring those bastards’ necks.

If I looked for a more moderate method, I could have used other methods sufficiently.

“Whatever your thoughts are about catching real bad guys or whatever, do it with me from now on. Whatever your plan is, include me in that plan too.”

Jeong Ho-san’s face saying that was serious. I couldn’t bear to meet those eyes that trusted me without even a small doubt.

—Why don’t you just include him on your side?

That’s the one thing I can’t do. I flatly refused Jeong Ho-san’s proposal.

“No.”

“Or just give it all up and come. Then I’ll go back to how I was like you say.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at Jeong Ho-san’s words.

“Do you know I’m being chased as a murder suspect?”

“We can clear that false accusation gradually in the future…”

“Stop it. It’s not completely a false accusation. Even if it’s not Han Jo-hee, I’ve killed people, a lot of them.”

I tapped my neck.

“See, I even took this off. I’m already a criminal. You know? Just by taking this off, I’m already a serious criminal. I’ve already crossed the line.”

At my words, Jeong Ho-san’s face crumpled. No matter how well that guy sees me, it doesn’t matter. I was already a criminal in this world.

“The moment you get involved with me, you become a criminal too.”

“I don’t care.”

“I care. Go back to the Crimson Hound Guild. Don’t do things like getting involved with a criminal like me.”

“What have you been listening to all this time? I told you! I left the guild with my own thoughts too.”

“Yeah, I’m touched that you even left the guild to try to understand me. So what are you going to do from now on? Is there any need to ruin your life by getting involved with a criminal? No, if you’re entering the Awakener Crimes Department in the first place, you’ll become my enemy. Right?”

“What?”

“If we meet next time, you’ll have to arrest me. It means we can’t face each other like this ever again.”

“What are you saying?”

“It’s exactly what it sounds like. If you enter the Awakener Crimes Department, I won’t see you again, no, I can’t see you. But if you go back to the guild, we can see each other’s faces occasionally like this.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san glared at me.

“You won’t properly tell me what you’re doing, and you’re telling me to go back to the Crimson Hound Guild?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you threatening me now? With the issue of seeing you? Do you think I can trust you? What if you disappear as you please again? Then I keep waiting for you again? Just keep worrying whether you’re alive or dead, what you’re doing…”

It was frustrating. I thought he would understand if I explained this much.

“I really can’t let you go like this.”

Jeong Ho-san grabbed my wrist.

“What?”

“Do you know how much I regretted letting you go like that last time? I won’t let you go like this again.”

A nearby shadow wriggled. It might just look like a small ripple to someone else, but I could see it.

That’s Kim Jae-ho. I could tell because he’s been enjoying hiding in shadows and surprising me lately. How much have I suffered from that. But now is really not the time.

‘Stop! Stop it.’

I desperately signaled towards the shadow. At my gestures, Jeong Ho-san’s eyes narrowed.

“Wait, who are you signaling to right now?”

“No, not at ↗ all?”

My voice went up as I answered hurriedly. Jeong Ho-san’s eyes filled with even more suspicion.

“Is someone nearby?”

“No, it’s just some flies flying around.”

“Flies in February?”

“What, global warming has gotten severe, you know. There could be flies.”

Though I added that belatedly, it’s a pathetic excuse even to me. My mind was focused on trying to stop Kim Jae-ho who looked like he might jump out at any moment.

By the way, I told them absolutely not to interfere, but when did they all come! They’re not helping, just interfering!

“Tell me honestly. Are you perhaps being threatened by someone?”

While I was silent for a moment, Jeong Ho-san’s thought process accelerated.

“I thought something was strange. No matter how smart you are, there’s no way you could operate without leaving any traces all by yourself.”

Jeong Ho-san’s pupils burned as he held my hand.

“Who is it? Who exactly are you with?”

No, if you say it like that, it sounds like I’ve been captured by some terrible villain and am being forced to work.

Actually, if you think about it, isn’t that bad guy me? The bastard who seduced innocent kids and turned them into villains is me?

“What are you thinking? I move alone.”

I tried to pull out for now. Because it seemed like I couldn’t just leave if my identity as Weltschmerz was discovered here.

“Lies. What exactly is it that makes you tremble and unable to speak like this? Tell me everything. I’ll listen to whatever it is.”

At that moment, someone jumped out of the shadow. It was Kim Jae-ho.

“Kim… you!”

I almost called out his name. I quickly shut my mouth. Kim Jae-ho removed Jeong Ho-san’s hand and grabbed my waist.

“Ugh!”

It happened so suddenly that Jeong Ho-san let go of my hand without even being able to react.

Seeing Jeong Ho-san’s expression crumple, I quickly shouted:

“Ho-san, it’s not what you think!”

Without even giving time to properly explain the situation, Kim Jae-ho kicked the ground. As if that wasn’t enough, black sand wedged between Kim Jae-ho and Jeong Ho-san and me.

“I’m telling you it’s not what you think!”

I desperately shouted like that, but I’m not sure if it got through to Jeong Ho-san.

The last thing I saw of his pupils was them burning blue.
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“You guys! How could you follow me?”

“But how could we not worry?”

Han Seo-hyeon pouted at my words. This! He clearly said he’d leave everything to me!

“Moreover! How could you snatch me away like that!”

Even if you followed, how could you drag me away like this? How could you snatch me away during such a conversation! This way, I can’t even say Jeong Ho-san’s misunderstanding has gotten really bad!

“But he grabbed you tightly first! He was interrogating us too! You were in trouble!”

“Well, I was in trouble, but. If you snatch me away recklessly in that situation, won’t he have an even bigger misunderstanding? By the way, Kim Jae-ho. Why are you keeping your mouth shut! You’re the one who snatched me away!”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho looked at Han Seo-hyeon with an aggrieved gaze. I realized from that look.

“You ordered it?”

I thought Han Seo-hyeon would stop Kim Jae-ho, but it was the opposite.

“O-ordered? We both thought deeply and worried and decided and executed it ourselves!”

“Why are you explaining so elaborately! Even if you say that, did you think about it for maybe 2 minutes?”

“…We thought about it for 3 minutes.”

I just hit my forehead as Han Seo-hyeon rolled his eyes while saying that. What am I saying to this child? At that moment, Kim Jae-ho rolled his eyes and slightly grabbed my clothes and said:

“That guy attacked Boss.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon quickly chimed in:

“That’s right. He said he wouldn’t let go of Boss.”

“So you were listening to everything.”

I rubbed my face.

Ah, where has my dignity as a boss gone?


“But, if we hadn’t interfered, Boss, Boss would have…”

Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulders trembled slightly as he said that. Did I make him anxious without realizing it?

“I wasn’t planning to follow him anyway.”

As if I could leave Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon behind.

“I wasn’t planning to bring him here either.”

“Why? You seemed really close, no, you are really close.”

“It’s true that I’m close with Ho-san, but…”

And it’s true that I can’t stand worrying about that guy, but I have no intention of being with him.

“He won’t understand us.”

Not wanting to draw Jeong Ho-san into the villain’s path is a secondary reason.

Jeong Ho-san will absolutely not understand me, what I’m doing. It’s killing people, even if it’s out of necessity. Jeong Ho-san won’t be able to bear that guilt.

I might do it if I had to. But during that time, he would break.

The reason I accepted Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho was, though it might sound trashy to say this, because they were kids who could understand whatever I did.

Han Seo-hyeon was a necromancer who wanted revenge for his brother, and Kim Jae-ho was numb to this kind of thing because he had experienced such inhumane things.

But Jeong Ho-san is different.

That guy will absolutely not understand me.

And… actually, I didn’t want to stain his hands with blood.

It was me who decided to use these bloody kids rather than stain Jeong Ho-san’s hands with blood.

Ugh, this sense of guilt is no joke.

I turned my gaze forward. Seeing the two people quietly bowing their heads in front of me, even my desire to scold them disappeared. Do I have the right to scold those guys?


In the end, all of this is my fault.

I sighed internally.

Ah, this feels like I went to remove a lump but only attached a lump and came back. I couldn’t even properly hear him say he’d go back to the guild. I couldn’t hear what he’ll do from now on either…

But I was too tired today to think about all that.

“Alright, tomorrow’s Kang Yi-sin will somehow take care of everything. So today is over.”

“What?”

“You two rest now too.”

“…You’re just telling us to rest?”

“Yeah.”

I raised Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho.

“You’ve had a hard time in many ways today.”

With those final words, I entered the room. For now, I should sleep and think about it tomorrow.

I needed to think of countermeasures since Jeong Ho-san reacted like that.

‘I can only say it’s ruined, right?’

—Yeah, rather the misunderstanding has only grown. You speak well elsewhere, why did you become so pathetic in front of that friend?

‘My speaking skills were originally like that. It’s not for nothing that I was bullied throughout my time at the academy. My speaking skills improved…’

After I started following Seol Rok-jin around and flattering people here and there.

‘I couldn’t bring myself to act like that in front of Jeong Ho-san.’

—From my perspective, today’s meeting was worse than not meeting at all.

I shrugged at Ray’s words. It does seem like I only made the misunderstanding bigger.


‘But at least I showed I was alive, so wouldn’t it be better than before?’

—I would have thought that too until you showed yourself being kidnapped at the end.

‘Damn it.’

I guess I have no choice but to contact him again soon.

‘Urgh, what really happens if he enters the Awakener Crimes Department?’

He’s a guy who doesn’t change his mind once he’s decided, even if someone beats him to death. It’s not for nothing that he entered that Crimson Hound Guild over other guilds.

‘I’d prefer if Jeong Ho-san changed his mind, but if he doesn’t. Hah, I didn’t want to worry about the Awakener Crimes Department side too.’

—Aren’t you worried about him moving together with Do Chae-hee, that woman?

‘Why?’

—That woman, the one who killed Jeong Ho-san in the past.

Ah, certainly it was the bullet Do Chae-hee shot that killed Jeong Ho-san.

‘What fault is it of Ms. Do Chae-hee? The real bad guy is Seol Rok-jin.’

I have no intention of resenting Do Chae-hee anew for killing my friend. Resenting Do Chae-hee for that incident is too selfish a thought. How could I, who couldn’t do anything and just trembled, hate Do Chae-hee?

Rather, I’m just grateful. Because she gave an end, peace, to Jeong Ho-san that I couldn’t give in the end.

But Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san being together in this life is absolutely not okay.

Because I didn’t resent you for killing Ho-san in the previous life, because I didn’t hate you. So please don’t make me hate you in this life too. I desperately begged Do Chae-hee.

‘I won’t lose Ho-san to that bastard again like in the previous life.’

Him holding my leash is a thing of the past.

The dog freed from its leash intends to bite its former master’s nape.

‘Jeong Ho-san isn’t needed for that plan.’

I’m not turning my back on you. You’re just not needed for my plan. Ray, who heard my muttering, clicked his tongue and said:

—Tsk, you’re just unbearably worried about that guy.

* * *

After Kang Yi-sin went in, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho remained in the living room. Despite Kang Yi-sin’s words to go sleep, the two didn’t easily head to their rooms.

They just looked at each other with dissatisfied faces.

“Why did you tell me to bring him? We just got scolded.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes. Han Seo-hyeon clearly saw it.

“He wavered.”

For a very brief moment, Boss clearly wavered at that guy’s words.

At those words to give up everything and come. Though he laughed right away saying it made no sense, still…

The person called Jeong Ho-san that Han Seo-hyeon investigated was too brilliant a person.

He graduated from Babel, said to be Korea’s best academy, and immediately entered the Crimson Hound Guild and kept succeeding. If he had just stayed as the awakener most cherished by the guild master there, he would have become a core member of the Crimson Hound Guild.

He was a clean person who had never committed a crime.

It’s too much for such a person to take Boss away too.

At Han Seo-hyeon’s worry, Kim Jae-ho said:

“No need to worry. He doesn’t fit.”

“Doesn’t fit?”

“Yeah, Boss said so too. That person won’t understand us.”

Jeong Ho-san is too pure and good. So he didn’t fit with them.

There’s a clear reason why Kang Yi-sin, Boss, didn’t bring Jeong Ho-san here.

“Yeah, he doesn’t fit. That person.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho nodded and said:

“Yeah, so that person won’t come here.”

Even at Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon’s face didn’t brighten. Kim Jae-ho shrugged looking at Han Seo-hyeon like that.

Han Seo-hyeon was really uncomfortable at times like this. Because he wouldn’t listen even if you talked, and was just absorbed in his own thoughts.

“I’m going to sleep.”

Kim Jae-ho left Han Seo-hyeon and headed to his room. Han Seo-hyeon, sitting on the living room sofa, muttered ominously:

“Acting like you know everything.”

He was an irritating person in many ways. Even though Boss asked like that, he had no intention of listening, and just kept making things difficult for Boss. But if that person gets in danger, Boss will go save him again. He might get hurt in the process… No, he will get hurt. Because he’s a person who doesn’t know how precious his own body is.

Han Seo-hyeon had no complaints about having more members, but he disliked that person.

“I hope we never meet again forever.”

But we’ll probably meet again.

“Ah, I hate it.”

* * *

“You, you really left the guild?”

“Yes, I told you. That I want to enter the Awakener Crimes Department.”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Do Chae-hee quietly looked at Jeong Ho-san’s face.

“I welcome it, but…”

Should I say it’s really fast? It’s only been a few days since I talked about that, but you’ve already left the guild like this.

Then I guess I can tell you the situation in a bit more detail.

“I roughly told you last time too, but actually the current situation of the Awakener Crimes Department isn’t good.”

Do Chae-hee calmly explained the situation of the Awakener Crimes Department. That the Awakener Crimes Department was already being played by someone, and proper investigations were difficult.

That even if Jeong Ho-san came in, as long as he’s with Do Chae-hee, it could be very difficult to establish a position within the Awakener Crimes Department.

Honestly, that even she didn’t know how much longer she could maintain her position in the Awakener Crimes Department.

She revealed everything.

“Though the situation is like this, they won’t be able to reject you from the Awakener Crimes Department. You’re a 6-Circle hunter right away…”

It doesn’t make sense for them to reject a hunter with this much potential.

“To be honest, you’re a talent that’s almost too good to enter the Awakener Crimes Department.”

There are many guilds looking for capable vanguards. Just the Crimson Hound Guild cherished Jeong Ho-san so much… How shabby is the Awakener Crimes Department to enter after turning your back on all that glory?

Do Chae-hee clenched her fist and squeezed her eyes shut.

“I’m sorry. I should have told you earlier.”

Jeong Ho-san’s face was calm after hearing all that confession. No, rather, his eyes were shining as if he was even more determined.

“No matter what the situation is, I must enter the Awakener Crimes Department.”

He said before that he wanted to join the Awakener Crimes Department, but it didn’t feel like he was asserting it this strongly.

“Did something happen?”

At Do Chae-hee’s question, Jeong Ho-san nodded.

“Yes, a reason came up that I must enter there. There’s an incident I want to dig into.”

“What is it?”

“Well, I’ll tell you when it becomes more certain. Oh, by the way, there’s something I’m curious about.”

“What is it?”

Jeong Ho-san rolled his eyes and carefully spoke up.

“About the Weltschmerz members. You said there were three as far as has been revealed, right?”

“Why Weltschmerz all of a sudden?”

“Just, since they’re so famous these days, I’m asking. I was wondering if I could see pictures of those people.”

“Pictures?”

“You never know, I might run into them while passing by. I looked into it personally too, but I just can’t trust what’s floating around on the internet.”

Jeong Ho-san’s face as he diverted the conversation like that looked somewhat suspicious, but Do Chae-hee decided to actively cooperate with her new helper instead of unnecessarily dwelling on his words.

“Well, just a moment.”

Do Chae-hee once chased Weltschmerz almost obsessively. The materials she gathered then were still with her.

“For now, there are at least three people presumed to be Weltschmerz. Among them, only Han Seo-hyeon has had his identity revealed and become publicly wanted.”

Do Chae-hee took out pictures.

The masked man presumed to be the leader, and Han Seo-hyeon. And one man discovered in Australia. Do Chae-hee pointed to the picture of the last man and said:

“This man’s face has been revealed several times. Unlike the others, he always had this face.”

Jeong Ho-san’s gaze fixed on that person’s face.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Jeong Ho-san’s pupils sank.

“It just feels like a face I’ve seen somewhere before.”
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Kim Chun-tae, no, Cha Song-jin trembled.

“Eek.”

It had been months since he was captured by the villains of the Top. He was desperately dreaming of returning.

Until he met the vice guild master of Sirius and was scouted as a core member not long after becoming an awakener, Cha Song-jin thought light had finally entered his life.

“Sob sob.”

Though he was dissatisfied with having to use the rustic alias Kim Chun-tae and hide his identity, such complaints were very trivial considering he was now part of an S-rank Gate conquest team.

There was also Vice Guild Master Jin Yeon-hwa’s promise that he would be able to properly make his name known once this job was over.

He believed without a doubt that his life would be smooth sailing from now on.

But it ended up like this.

Sirius’s conquest failed, and he was in the pitiful situation of being captured by villains and attending to their needs.

What crap would they do to him today? Cha Song-jin quickly curled up his body after confirming Gemini’s face. Seeing him trembling while hiding in a corner, Gemini said:

“Really, how long are you going to be so scared? Someone might think we’re going to eat you!”

Trickster, who was in the corner, said to Gemini:

“That’s why you should have played with him a bit.”

“Hmph, it’s because he’s too weak.”

Gemini often rolled Cha Song-jin under the name of ‘training’. There were several burn marks from not being able to avoid the sparks she shot.

“That guy is ruined. If it weren’t for his talent, I’d want to just burn him up!”

Cha Song-jin drew in a sharp breath at Gemini’s cheerful words. He knew better than anyone that those words weren’t a joke at all.

“By the way, why are we all gathered today for once?”

Unlike Gemini who likes to always be stuck in the Top, Trickster, Cube, and Assembler usually moved around busily.


Them all gathering meant there was something to do.

Gemini’s eyes started to sparkle.

“What is it, what is it?”

“A message came from that assemblyman.”

“Hmm?”

“Because we didn’t properly complete the last job.”

Assembler’s face was full of irritation as he said that. At those words, Gemini’s gaze turned to Trickster.

“That’s why you should have burned it completely and come out!”

Trickster was the one who led the operation that day. It was also him who said to abandon them and retreat at the sudden appearance of a third party, and assured them that was enough.

Despite the resentment from the two, Trickster, who hid his face between shadows, was still calm.

“I thought it would be better for them to die feeling despair there. Who would have known they could conquer an S-rank Gate with just that personnel?”

Trickster’s words made sense too.

They clearly thought they would dry up and die in there, but they came back alive.

“If you had let me finish it properly in the first place, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“Well, I wonder if you could have finished it properly.”

Gemini flared up at Trickster’s words.

“What’s that supposed to mean? Are you saying I couldn’t have beaten those guys?”

“They’re people who conquered an S-rank Gate with just that personnel. It means they’re clearly not ordinary. They weren’t opponents to look down on so easily.”

“Are you looking down on me? Huh?”

Again, again.


Cha Song-jin quickly curled up against the corner after confirming Gemini’s hair rising into the air.

Though they sometimes seemed to get along well, their relationships were always precarious like thin ice. With just one word, one glance, the atmosphere could instantly become hostile like this.

Hot flames brushed past Cha Song-jin’s body. Gemini, unable to contain her anger, started shooting fire in all directions.

‘Damn it!’

“You bastards, stop it, stop! Our belongings will all be ruined at this rate.”

Only after Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol stepped in did Gemini calm her anger.

“But old man! That guy is looking down on me.”

“Why are you doing this over something that’s already passed? I heard you got a new job this time. Can’t you show it there?”

Chu Ma-geol succeeded in soothing Gemini instantly. If someone else had said such words, she would have torn them apart right away, but even Gemini was weak to Chu Ma-geol. Chu Ma-geol clicked his tongue looking at the cage Cha Song-jin was trapped in and said:

“Put away the flames. Our Chun-tae will be scared.”

He wanted to cry every time he was called by that name. I’m not Chun-tae, I’m Song-jin.

But if they called him Kim Chun-tae here, it was better to quietly become Kim Chun-tae.

Trickster also threw in a word:

“Don’t worry, this time I’m thinking of properly setting up the stage as you want. I’m planning to do it properly if only because I don’t want to face that guy.”

“Since when were we people who licked the asses of members of the National Assembly?”

“I don’t intend to lick his ass, but I don’t want to be branded with an incompetent image either.”

Trickster’s voice saying that was truly chilling. Cha Song-jin quickly covered his ears at the conversation passing between them. He strongly felt that the conversations passing here were too dangerous for him to hear.

A member of the National Assembly! Surely it couldn’t mean the villains of the Top knew a member of the National Assembly?

Moreover, they’re going to carry out a job!

He wanted to be left out of that job, but…


“Since we have that guy too, we can do something dangerous.”

Hope disappeared at the following words.

“Ughh.”

Cha Song-jin bit his fist and cried.

“There’s a newly opened department store…”

Cha Song-jin squeezed his eyes shut at the following words.

‘I’m going to end up there too, yeah, I’m definitely going to become a terrorist. I, my life…’

Cha Song-jin’s wish was to succeed in life, not to become something like a terrorist.

But regardless of his wish, the world was pushing him onto the path of a villain.

* * *

I scrunched my face at Professor Geum’s words.

“So you’re saying I have to wait a few more days?”

[The functions you wanted aren’t just one or two! It’s not something that comes out just like that!]

“You’re making masks, aren’t you? Be honest.”

Professor Geum went quiet at my words.

“I told you that wasn’t urgent, didn’t I?”

[It’s almost done! Just a bit more and it’ll be finished, okay?]

—Doesn’t that sound exactly like someone?

I just clenched my fist at Ray’s words. I want to say this isn’t the time for such jokes, but it can’t be helped.

[Ahem, ahem. Anyway, I’ll contact you as soon as the item is completed, so keep that in mind!]

“I understand.”

Somehow it feels like I ended the call without even breaking even.

“Haa.”

Do I have to postpone contacting Jeong Ho-san for a few more days?

What I asked Professor Geum for was a smartphone that couldn’t be traced.

Because all the notes sent through Han Seo-hyeon were ignored, and I felt the need to have a proper conversation with Jeong Ho-san.

—You sent such pathetic notes, so of course he ignored them.

‘What? Then should I just leave it?’

For reference, the notes I sent were roughly like this:

「Go back to the guild. Or I won’t see you for the rest of your life!」

「Don’t worry about me, I’m doing very well. Just go back to the guild! Stay away from Inspector Do Chae-hee!」

「If you go see Inspector Do Chae-hee, I really won’t see you for the rest of my life?」

Jeong Ho-san’s reaction to these notes was cold.

It was obvious he already thought those notes ‘couldn’t be trusted’. Because he would believe I was captured by villains.

—That seems like too good an interpretation. He might just not want to hear it.

“Ho-san wouldn’t do that! He’s not the kind of kid who just ignores someone’s words. Just, anyone would see that situation back then was a bit… It’s understandable to have such a misunderstanding.”

—Well, if that’s how you want to think, go ahead. The problem is that your notes aren’t having any effect at all, right?

As Ray said, despite my desperate pleas, Jeong Ho-san was moving together with Do Chae-hee.

Though it felt like my insides were burning up, I have no intention of going to meet Jeong Ho-san again ‘for now’.

The first reason is that if I appear in front of that guy again, I feel like I won’t be able to come back, and secondly…

“What if it doesn’t work even if I ask?”

—Are you scared again?

“No, I’m stating the facts. What if it doesn’t work? From the start, Jeong Ho-san is a guy with terribly stubborn persistence. He’s not someone who’ll listen just because someone tells him to.”

—Birds of a feather flock well together.

“Compared to Jeong Ho-san, my stubbornness is nothing, you know?”

—Why don’t you just leave that guy alone?

“Leave him alone? What do you mean leave alone? What if something goes wrong again?”

In the past, Seol Rok-jin kept Do Chae-hee alive for quite a while. But Do Chae-hee’s life was absolutely not comfortable. She was thoroughly played with and died after seeing her dream shatter before her eyes.

Moreover, since the future has changed, I can’t be certain whether Seol Rok-jin will keep Do Chae-hee alive for long or what. He might decide to get rid of Do Chae-hee who will properly become a ‘stumbling block’. If that happens, Jeong Ho-san will be included as a buy-one-get-one-free deal.

The problem is that I can’t tell Jeong Ho-san this fact. If I tell him what I know, Jeong Ho-san is the kind of guy who would jump into danger wrapped in straw!

Is it such a difficult request to just live happily without knowing anything?

“Arghh.”

—It really seems like a situation that could make your insides burst.

“I’m going to make him quit, just watch.”

I’ll find a way somehow. I haven’t given up hope yet. For now, I’m planning to watch until Do Chae-hee’s unpaid leave ends. I just need to prevent him from formally entering the Awakener Crimes Department.

“If it really doesn’t work…”

—If it really doesn’t work?

“No, I’m not thinking that far yet. For now, things might work out well. For now, isn’t the important thing to stop Seol Rok-jin’s plan?”

I should focus on what I can do right now, putting aside issues that seem impossible to resolve.

—You mean what you mentioned before?

“It’s about time for it to break out around now.”

The assassination of the assemblyman is slowly running out of juice for them to suck me dry with.

“The one I killed was ‘for now’ an assemblyman with scandals. I also didn’t take any personal gains at all. It turned out like this because Seol Rok-jin quickly turned the perspective to ‘Is it right to take private revenge just because you have power?’, otherwise they wouldn’t have had anything to say.”

The public took Seol Rok-jin’s side due to his media campaign.

“But that alone isn’t enough to give the message Seol Rok-jin wants.”

So he’ll cause an incident with awakeners soon.

Whether it becomes terrorism or whatever. It will become something that destroys the place for awakeners to stand in some way.

Personally, I vote for terrorism.

The terrorism that ‘Jeong Ho-san’ was supposed to cause in the original life didn’t happen in this life.

Whether it’s because I’ve been causing incidents so there was no time for terrorism, or whatever, Seol Rok-jin’s side has been quiet.

It would be right to expect a massive terrorism to break out, as big as what happened in the past, no, enough to make up for everything that’s happened so far.

The reason I’m not doing anything and just quietly bowing my head is also to prevent that terrorism.

“They could pull out an insignificant awakener like in the previous life to commit terrorism… They could also use the Top.”

—By the Top, you mean those guys we saw at the Ice Palace last time?

I nodded at Ray’s question.

“They’re not opponents who would listen to others’ words at face value, but they failed their last mission, right? They’ll try to do something even if just to make up for that.”

Seol Rok-jin and the Top. Those two’s thoughts match perfectly.

Moreover, since they have an escape ability user, they could even commit terrorism in the city center.

Rather, I thought it might be appealing. They haven’t had a proper job to use that escape ability user even after securing him, so they might want to have a splendid debut match with this opportunity.

“Actually, committing terrorism in the city center is certainly a high-risk affair. Not only will large guilds actively respond, but the government will also strongly deal with the terrorists.”

That’s why Seol Rok-jin only used people who didn’t matter ‘even if they died’ for terrorism.

But now the Top has a perfect escape route. They just need to cause havoc and run away.

—If it’s those villains of the Top rampaging, don’t you have no answer too?

“Well, facing them head-on is out of the question.”

But there’s no need to face those villains head-on.

“I’ve roughly made plans. Though I don’t know if they’ll go according to plan.”

I’m monitoring places where terrorism is likely to occur, so I can move out immediately if a problem arises. It’s impossible to prevent terrorism from occurring, but at least I can prevent the damage from growing larger.

I plan to do my part in the meantime.

“I need to take apart this damn sword.”

The magic sword Park Sang-pyeon used. It’s finally time to deal with this thing.

—Come to think of it, you said you were going to take that apart last time too, but something came up.

The magic power dwelling in this magic sword was amazing. If it weren’t for the fact that it blows away the user’s life, it wouldn’t be strange to call it S-rank.

—Your obsession with chairs ended, so now it’s swords?

“Honestly, I should have done this first, but Ray said analysis would take time so I was just holding onto the chair. Even though I gave you that time, you ended up failing.”

—Urgh. I’m a bit weak with techniques not from my world too. This seems to have the power of the demon realm touching it.

The demon realm. They say there are actually dimensions connected by Gates where demons exist.

Ray spoke excuses at length. That he can’t know demon realm technology because it’s not something humans originally handled, or that it’s normal to not be able to handle it at all unless you’re a contractor.

To compress that long excuse, it’s this:

“In the end, it’s a lack of ability.”

—Urgh!

It was Ray’s knockout.

I examined the sword closely. A sword touched by demonic power. It really is a magic sword in the literal sense.

The sword wrapped in a waterproof cloth was still emitting an ominous aura. Even the bloodstains Park Sang-pyeon left were still there, making my chest chill just looking at it.

“But it’s a waste to just leave this alone.”

There’s one surest way to understand this.

I carefully placed my hand on the sword’s handle.
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—Are you crazy!

‘I just thought I should get a feel for what it’s like.’

Despite Ray’s dissuasion, I didn’t mind and firmly gripped the sword handle.

This is an opponent that even Ray, who can analyze most artifacts just by looking at them, couldn’t grasp at all. There probably isn’t a faster way to check than this.

And my impression after grabbing the sword…

“What, this kind of sword exists?”

It’s incredibly fierce.

I had to let out a groan at the fierce magic power that rushed to suck up all the magic power in my body as soon as I grabbed the sword. Though I quickly let go of the sword, it was a sensation I never want to experience again.

—You’re out of your mind.

“I did it because I have something I trust.”

Don’t I have a passive that’s completely immune to mental skills?

I just thought it would be effective not only in blocking Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing, but also against artifacts like this.

Certainly, I didn’t suddenly develop an obsession with that sword or have thoughts of wanting to slash and kill other people, but I almost died becoming a mummy from having my magic power sucked dry.

It was especially bad compatibility for me who doesn’t have much magic power to begin with. Though I thought maybe it would be different since I can use 3 strokes now, it’s still impossible to use this sword.

“It seems I can’t use that as it is.”

If I could understand this artifact’s mana circuit, I might be able to erase this bad nature and keep the good points, but the situation is that the mana circuit can’t be understood at all.

Then, there’s only one answer, isn’t there?

“Let’s melt it?”

—Hmm?

“It’ll lose its function as an artifact, but well, that’s what I want. Rather than not being able to use it properly, it’s better to melt it and make something else.”


Look at that blade still shining without even a hint of rust despite not even being properly wiped of blood.

“At that level, even if we just recycle the metal after melting it, we could probably make quite a decent sword.”

—You’re just going to melt it? What about the feeling you said you got last time?

“This is the feeling I got. If we can’t use it, isn’t it better to melt it and make a new sword rather than just leaving it?”

At my words, Ray fell silent as if at a loss for words.

As they say strike while the iron is hot, I picked up the magic sword and put it into the furnace.

I felt like I heard a scream that shouldn’t be audible. No, someone really screamed.

—Aaaargh!

“Why are you screaming?”

—J-just looking at that somehow doesn’t feel like someone else’s business.

Maybe because he’s from artifacts, his empathy was unnecessarily good. I ignored Ray’s groans.

Unfortunately, the sword thrown into the furnace didn’t melt easily. Even in the high heat approaching 1,000°C, the sword still maintained its shape. Looking at the sword that showed no signs of heating up, I shrugged.

“Still, if we leave it like that, it’ll melt someday.”

—Urghh.

“When that melts completely, we should get a new weapon fitted for our Jae-ho.”

He keeps hinting by looking at Han Seo-hyeon’s staff lately, even though he pretends not to.

—By the way, didn’t you say you’d quit production work from now on?

“Still, it’s a bit much to entrust a magic sword like that to Professor Geum.”

This kind of artifact isn’t Professor Geum’s specialty. Didn’t he refuse when I tried to entrust it to him before? In the first place, there are limits to making artifacts unless you’re an awakener.

“It’s true that Professor Geum is weak with orthodox artifacts like that.”


It’s true that my handwork is a bit lacking, but I might be better at making artifacts. If I somehow use Ray to engrave mana circuits, it’ll at least function properly.

“Until we find a proper master craftsman, I have no choice but to do it myself.”

It’s not that I don’t know any master craftsmen at all, but it’s very difficult to pull out a craftsman belonging to a workshop. I don’t want to forcibly hold them and make them work either.

‘Hmm, is there really no one?’

If there was some poor human slave being overworked in the black market, I mean some poor craftsman being rolled as a workshop’s livestock, I’d snatch them up. Isn’t there someone like that somewhere? Someone who would bow to me in gratitude for saving them even if I worked them like a dog…

—Why are you making such a vile expression?

“Vile?”

I just had a slightly happy imagination, yet he condemns me like that.

“What? It’s not like I was born wanting to be born with this face! I wanted to be born with a face that suits expressions like ‘bright smile’ like someone else! I’ve had such a hard time because of this face all this time!”

That day, Ray tried hard to soothe me who was upset.

* * *

The land prices in Seoul, Korea, which succeeded in controlling Gates, are beyond imagination. The department store built on the most expensive land in Seoul attracted the attention of many people. But it wasn’t just because it was built on expensive land that this department store received people’s attention.

This department store was built by none other than Sirius, considered Korea’s top guild.

Sirius had dabbled in many businesses, but this was the first time they built a department store like this.

It was an ambition to extend their reach not only to hunter affairs but to other areas as well.

Jin Yeon-seok had been expanding the business since Sirius was the North Star Guild, but what he dabbled in was only things related to hunters.

They had never done business like this putting their name in the middle of Seoul.

That guild, which used to only pick up crumbs while watching the eyes of the wealthy, has now jumped into their arena directly. Jin Yeon-hwa’s ambition to not end as just a hunter guild was visible.

The ‘Cheongseong Department Store’ opened splendidly, enough to make recent failures not even come to mind.

On opening day, it was said that hunters including Jin Yeon-hwa packed this place.


They say the crowd that day was no joke.

Even now, two weeks after opening, the department store was still packed with countless customers with no room to step.

Han Yul-hee looked around every corner of the department store while being pushed by people.

They said it was built with materials directly mined from Gates, and even the stone floor Han Yul-hee was standing on now looked extraordinary.

“Why are you acting like a country bumpkin? It’s not like it’s your first time in a department store.”

Her friend with an unusually dry personality had a bored face, but Han Yul-hee couldn’t hide her excitement.

“Well, when else would I be able to see so many Gate-related things?”

Though the perception of awakeners is not good currently, Han Yul-hee admired awakeners. Awakening special powers and conquering Gates that threaten humanity. Isn’t it like a story you’d only see in old hero movies?

“Really, your taste is so unique.”

“Even if it’s not that, it’s true that the facilities here are good.”

“Well, that’s true.”

The two, who were about to enter university soon, planned to do some serious shopping here today.

“They say there’s even a restaurant that sells monster meat among the restaurants on the 10th floor food court.”

“No way, are you going?”

“We came all this way, we should at least go once. I wonder if there’ll be a long wait even though it’s a weekday afternoon?”

“Look how crowded it is. How could there not be?”

Despite her friend’s grumpy-sounding words, Han Yul-hee’s face was full of smiles.

“Wow, from the 2nd to 5th floors is a hunter-exclusive area. There’s even a custom workshop in the basement.”

“What are you going to do there? You’re not even an awakener.”

“Ah, still! When else would I get to see things like this?”

Maybe because it was built by Sirius, there were many stores handling hunter-exclusive artifacts that ordinary people can’t easily see. Han Yul-hee’s eyes spun around every time she saw those stores.

“Wow, I wonder how much artifacts like that cost?”

“Stop it, we couldn’t buy one of those even if we worked our whole lives.”

It had been a long time since the location of the luxury goods section in the past changed to the hunter armory. Since they not only had high brand value like luxury goods but also actually included various functions, even those paying money had no complaints.

Things like bulletproof suits that block bullets were no longer dreams but reality now. These days, rich people wore products from the hunter armory, not luxury goods.

But the hunter armory was completely inaccessible unless you were a hunter.

The shoppers waiting in front of the store thoroughly blocked ordinary people’s entry.

Han Yul-hee, who lined up thinking she could at least look around the store, was rejected right in front of her nose.

“I can’t even look around?”

“We’re sorry. Due to limited space, we’re only guiding actual purchasing customers.”

In the end, Han Yul-hee failed to even look around the store.

“Ah, how embarrassing. I wanted to at least look around.”

At Han Yul-hee’s words, her friend nudged her side and said:

“Hey, it’s fine, it’s fine. We may not have money, but don’t we have pride?”

“Don’t we have even less pride?”

At those words, her friend hit Han Yul-hee’s back and said:

“Fact attacks are violence too, you know?”

“You’re just plain violent, you know?”

As the two were bickering and moving along, it happened.

Someone bumped into her friend’s shoulder.

“Ah, sorry…”

Her friend’s apology was cut off midway. The corners of the person who bumped into her turned up.

Whoosh—

Han Yul-hee’s vision turned red.

“W-what…”

Han Yul-hee blinked at the sight of her friend whose inside and outside had been reversed.

And soon, the leisurely shopping mall was filled with nothing but screams and screams.

* * *

“Those crazy bastards.”

I thought they would do something big around this time, but to think they’d target the department store Sirius just opened.

Because it was built by the large guild Sirius, this department store was full of tenant companies selling hunter armories that are hard to see elsewhere and processed products using various Gate by-products.

Naturally, the probability of awakeners or hunters being there was high.

“And yet they targeted that place.”

No, that seems to have stimulated the villains of the Top even more.

Because they were guys with bad feelings towards hunters.

The problem is that the shoppers using that place were taken hostage as is. It could be over five hundred, maybe even over a thousand people.

Thanks to that, hunters who rushed in from the surroundings couldn’t rashly enter the department store.

We arrived at the scene 30 minutes after the incident occurred. Fortunately, or unfortunately, the villains were still inside the department store with the hostages.

The villains who blocked off the department store and restrained the hostages made their demands clear.

Do not cross the ‘line’.

And that line was the entire inside of the department store.

A security guard who ignored that warning and stepped in ran around screaming and then jumped into the fire himself, turning to ashes.

It was a collaboration between Trickster and Gemini.

I explained the situation to Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon.

“Trickster has put up an illusion barrier inside there now. The moment you enter there, you’ll be played by him.”

Like at Serena’s Ice Palace, Trickster created an illusion that could easily deceive even awakeners.

It’s probably thanks to that that they can control over hundreds of hostages.

Because of the illusion barrier, hunters and anti-terror agents couldn’t even enter there.

“By the way, they’re dragging out time to an unusual degree on that side.”

I looked around standing on a rooftop with a good view of the department store.

From the moment I heard that the first place the terrorism occurred was inside the department store and the perpetrators were the villains of the Top, I gave up on the idea of facing the villains of the Top head-on.

There was only one thing I was aiming for.

The villains’ escape route that would be inside that building.

My goal was to snatch that guy away.

With the personnel here, it wouldn’t be difficult to subdue the villains once their ‘escape route’ disappears.

“The problem is that the probability of the villains and that guy being together is high.”

Well, didn’t they say if you want to catch a tiger, you have to enter the tiger’s den?
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Gemini, who climbed onto the table, swung her legs and said:

“Can’t we just finish quickly and leave?”

“Is there any need to finish quickly? This is a real gold mine.”

Greed, that damned greed was the problem. Assembler and Cube were ransacking the armory. I knew they had their eyes on this place because they’re such collectors, but to think they’d do petty thievery while here for terrorism.

“Hmm.”

Gemini glanced sideways with a displeased look, but she didn’t stop Cube. Trickster also helped Cube.

“When else would we get to ransack Sirius’s heart? Don’t you think their faces will be worth seeing when this place is completely cleaned out?”

“Urgh! It’s boring! I want to just kill them all quickly!”

“We’ll kill them. Just drag out the time a bit more.”

At Trickster’s words, Gemini rolled her eyes. Her face showed she didn’t understand why they had to drag out time.

“So that the humans over there will feel sufficiently desperate.”

The hunters who came outside to try to save the hostages captured by them. They won’t be able to save any of those here. Only then did a smile spread on Gemini’s face.

“Aha! You had thiiis much time but you couldn’t save even one person, something like that?”

Just because they’re villains doesn’t mean they have no emotions. Rather, they were more emotional than anyone. They also knew many ways to stab someone’s heart.

“Right.”

They had no intention of letting anyone here leave alive.

“So wait just a bit longer.”

“Okay.”

Gemini nodded obediently. I thought she was waiting quietly well, but that was only for a moment. Her eyes turned to a man trembling in the corner.

Unlike the others who were blankly staring into space, caught in Trickster’s illusion, the guy in front of her was fine.


“Park Chun-tae.”

“My name is, th-that’s not it…”

“Who cares. If I call you Park Chun-tae, you’re Park Chun-tae.”

Gemini looked closely at that guy’s face. The sight of him trembling and unable to even meet her eyes properly wasn’t even funny.

“Laugh, I said laugh.”

Gemini poked him. Each time, Kim Chun-tae trembled like an aspen.

Assembler, who was watching that sight, casually threw in a word:

“Why are you bullying that?”

“Just looking at his face makes me angry. Don’t you feel the same?”

Assembler shrugged at Gemini’s words. He felt the same way about not liking Kim Chun-tae. No matter how usable his talent was, he just couldn’t bring himself to like him.

That’s why they threw him in with the hostages instead of treating him as a team member even though he came this far. Assembler ignored Gemini poking Kim Chun-tae and went back inside the armory.

“Gemini, look at this.”

At Trickster’s words, Gemini made a disinterested face. A necklace with a fist-sized ruby embedded. It looked pretty, but it wasn’t Gemini’s taste.

“Not all women like sparkly things, you know?”

“Look closely, what is this?”

Looking closely, what made up that necklace was top-grade magic stones. Only then did Gemini’s eyes light up.

“With this, wouldn’t your favorite fireworks be possible?”

“Oh my.”

Only then did Gemini smile brightly. Gemini’s eyes sparkled as she took the necklace.

“I’ll give you this, so be patient a bit longer without doing anything unnecessary.”


At Trickster’s words, Gemini smiled brightly and said:

“Okay!”

Just wait, just wait a very short while.

* * *

“My, my daughter is in there right now!”

“I understand the situation, but approaching inside there is impossible right now.”

“Then what am I supposed to do! My child might be suffering who knows what in there! Are you telling me to just endure it?”

Kim Yong-won frantically blocked people trying to enter the department store. It wasn’t just that one woman. Voices crying out to save their daughter, son, sometimes friend, loved one filled the outside of the department store.

Due to people rushing in from all directions, the outside became an uncontrollable chaos.

The Awakener Crimes Department that arrived belatedly started controlling the area, but the Awakener Crimes Department’s personnel were insufficient to block all these people. Police officers mobilized from the surroundings also lent their hands and feet to control the crowd.

“Ah, ma’am!”

When a middle-aged woman who had been wailing in front collapsed, Kim Yong-won cried internally.

‘Team Leader, I miss you.’

Kim Yong-won, who was terrible at dealing with people, was screaming between the cracks of people.

‘If Team Leader were here, she would have controlled the situation firmly.’

“Excuse me, don’t push! You’ll get hurt there, if you come any further…”

The moment he saw someone cross the controlled line, Kim Yong-won could only stiffen up.

The woman wearing a worn-out hoodie pushed Kim Yong-won aside with just one finger. Though he could have easily ignored the gesture of a small woman who wasn’t even an awakener, Kim Yong-won was pushed back helplessly.

Kim Yong-won bit his lip with a pale face as he recognized the faces of the people following her.

With the appearance of Jin Yeon-hwa and Sirius guild members, a path opened between the crowds like Moses parting the Red Sea. The reporters spread all around this area became busy at her appearance.


Someone blocked her front. It was to keep the order that entry into the department store was not allowed for anyone.

“W-what business do you have here?”

“Hmm? Are you asking why I came here now? How could I just rest at home when there are villains who dared to set foot in my territory? I should at least see their faces.”

Jin Yeon-hwa’s face was chilly as she said that while pushing up her glasses.

“So move aside, so I can resolve this.”

“I-I’m sorry, but entry into the controlled area is not allowed.”

“I don’t understand why I need someone’s permission to protect my territory.”

As Jin Yeon-hwa said that, the Sirius hunters standing behind her all started glaring at the policeman in front. Since they had been resting from conquests since the Serena’s Ice Palace incident, all the hunters who could be called Sirius’s first string were present here.

Among them was also Yoo Seon-je, who is considered the most promising rookie recently.

Hope rose on the faces of the hostages’ families and acquaintances seeing Sirius’s guild members.

Maybe Yoo Seon-je could resolve all of this!

But there was someone who blocked her once again.

“Well, that’s because there are hostages inside. What if the hostages are sacrificed due to a rash entry?”

Park Cheol-wan, who stepped forward with a smooth face, tried to appease Jin Yeon-hwa.

“You don’t want to see articles saying damage was increased by rashly sending hunters in, do you?”

Though his tone was soft, it was a threat.

Jin Yeon-hwa’s eyes narrowed.

“So you’re telling me to just watch?”

“Our Awakener Crimes Department is also trying hard…”

“How was the great Awakener Crimes Department’s strength? I think it was terribly pathetic.”

Park Cheol-wan’s face reddened at Jin Yeon-hwa’s words. But in front of the great Sirius Guild, he couldn’t say it wasn’t true.

If Yoo Seon-je standing right behind Jin Yeon-hwa’s shoulder stepped forward, he could subdue the personnel here instantly.

“We need time to grasp the exact situation and negotiate with the criminals.”

But he had to prevent a rash entry at least.

That was the order given to Park Cheol-wan today.

-To drag out time as much as possible.

* * *

I frowned at Yoo Seon-je’s appearance as I observed the situation from a nearby rooftop.

“What, why did that bastard come here?”

Well, since it’s a department store built by Sirius, I guess it’s natural for that guy to come here.

It was a sudden appearance, but he wasn’t a person who would interfere with my plan. No, if I handle this well, he could be quite helpful.

Han Seo-hyeon asked as I fell into thought while stroking my chin:

“What are you thinking?”

“Since we saved that guy, we should use him once.”

“How are you going to approach the person over there?”

Even Han Seo-hyeon isn’t omnipotent. It would be difficult to approach in a place with crowds like that. Well, if it’s difficult for us to approach, we just need to make them come to us.

I tapped my mask to change my face. It was the face of ‘Smith’ who was active in Serena’s Ice Palace.

“Why did you suddenly change your face?”

I smiled broadly at Han Seo-hyeon’s question.

“He’s a valuable talent, so I should go invite him.”

“What?”

“Just wait here for a moment.”

I came down from the rooftop, leaving Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho behind.

—Eek! Don’t suddenly jump down like that!

He’s making such a fuss even though it’s not his body. I won’t even get hurt if I use the wind anyway. I clicked my tongue at Ray’s voice resounding in my head. Really, he’s such a scaredy-cat.

After going down to the bottom of the building, I waved at Yoo Seon-je from the opposite sidewalk.

With S-rank potential, he should be able to recognize me even from far away.

—Didn’t you say you’d never meet that bastard again?

‘Since we’re going to run into each other anyway, isn’t it a waste not to use such strength? Moreover, if we use that guy, we can also hide that Weltschmerz interfered in this incident.’

My plan needed firepower.

Originally I was going to use Han Seo-hyeon’s sand to cause havoc, but in that case, there was the disadvantage that Han Seo-hyeon’s sand would be revealed to everyone.

But if I use Yoo Seon-je, I can at least keep it secret from the public.

—Will that ill-mannered bastard listen to you obediently?

‘If I tell him to repay the favor of saving him last time, wouldn’t he move?’

No, strictly speaking, it’s not even repaying a favor. From Sirius Guild’s standpoint, they would want to handle this catastrophe as well as possible too. It ends up being me helping that bastard again.

Yoo Seon-je, who recognized me standing across the street, whispered something to Jin Yeon-hwa standing next to him.

I thought about what to do if he walked straight towards me like that, but fortunately, the guy disappeared into a corner avoiding people.

“Okay, I should meet him in a suitable place.”

It was when I was thinking that and moving my steps.

“What business do you have here?”

“Eek!”

Goosebumps rose at the voice from behind.

“W-what! Wh-when did you come behind me?”

“I recently figured out how to use lightning in a different way.”

Yoo Seon-je, who bounced lightning, instantly moved his body there.

“Huh.”

Is he using lightning as a medium to transmit his body? That’s completely cheating, isn’t it?

Yoo Seon-je’s weakness was that his body was glass. But if he uses a technique like this, the weakness of being a glass cannon would be offset to some extent. If he doesn’t get hit in the first place, having poor defense isn’t much of a problem.

How much of a monster has he become in the meantime?

Well, in the past he died without even fully exerting his potential…

“I’d appreciate it if you’d stop staring at me and answer my question.”

Really, he knows how to make people embarrassed. I clicked my tongue internally and answered.

“Of course I came to stop the terrorism.”

“You?”

“The ones inside are the villains of the Top. It’s those three who made us eat dirt at ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’.”

Yoo Seon-je’s expression hardened at my words.

“How do you know that?”

“I have my ways of knowing everything.”

“Well, you said you were chasing those guys…”

Yoo Seon-je nodded and muttered:

“Did you come to help me again this time?”

Goosebumps rose all over at those words. Me, help you? Really, there’s a limit to delusions! But if he misunderstands like that, there’s nothing bad for me.

“Well, that’s right.”

I needed that guy’s cooperation anyway.

“As long as Trickster is in there, rashly entering is suicide. You should know since you’ve been caught in that guy’s illusion too.”

Trickster’s illusions are like reality. His illusions were perfect enough to deceive even high-ranking hunters. Illusions alone can’t harm anything, but that’s why Trickster always moves with other guys.

If you flounder trapped in an illusion, you’ll die with your insides and outsides reversed, or burn to ashes.

The three were a trio with quite good compatibility.

“And as you know, illusions don’t work on me.”

To break that illusion, you had to attack Trickster directly. I was the only one capable of that.

“When I go inside and send a ‘signal’, enter then.”

“The hostages?”

I was surprised at Yoo Seon-je’s words. This guy, did he change a bit when he only cared about himself?

“It would be troublesome if the hostages die.”

Ah, I was a fool for expecting. Yoo Seon-je was still Yoo Seon-je.

“I’ll protect them from this side so don’t worry and come in.”

“Alright.”

Yoo Seon-je nodded obediently without any other words. How can I trust you, what method will you use. It was such a clean agreement that I, who had been very tense expecting such questions, felt deflated.

Is this really the Yoo Seon-je I knew? Still, I guess it was worth having holes punched in my body.

“I’m counting on you.”

I gaped at those words. What? Counting on me? Before I could answer, there was a flash of light and Yoo Seon-je’s figure disappeared.

“What the hell.”

Was the person I just talked to really Yoo Seon-je? Is it not an illusion? Or a doppelganger?

I should stop this nonsense.

Still, I thought Yoo Seon-je would be self-centered for life… I felt strange somehow. That bastard can change too.

“Hmm.”

Anyway, I’ve secured Yoo Seon-je’s cooperation too.

I muttered looking up at the department store:

“Then, shall we go save the people inside now?”
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I roughly heard about the situation inside from Han Seo-hyeon.

“So those bastards have no intention of keeping the hostages alive at all?”

“Yes, they’re planning to kill them all.”

“Urgh.”

We can’t rashly enter because we’re worried about the hostages, but at this rate they’ll all die even if we leave them be.

Originally I was planning to just snatch away the escape ability user, but they’re not brainless either so they kept him right by their side. It means there’s no way to divert the escape ability user without entering there.

If we can’t divert the escape ability user, the villains of the Top will escape anytime. And they’ll probably cause incidents like this several times in the future.

I can’t stand to see that again.

In this situation, the surest method is probably that after all. I sighed after checking Han Seo-hyeon’s expression.

“Haa.”

At my sigh, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes turned chilly.

“Haaaa.”

No matter how I think about it, that’s the only way. But if I say this method, I don’t think Han Seo-hyeon will leave me be.

“What is it! Stop just sighing and tell me!”

“It seems I have no choice but to go inside there myself.”

“Wasn’t that your plan from the start?”

“Uh, well. I’m thinking of changing the plan a bit.”

Our original plan was for the three of us to raid that place together. But you see. Since I enticed Yoo Seon-je, there’s no need to do that anymore. Because I thought of a much better plan. The problem is…

“I’ll go in alone.”

“Whaaaat?”


“Your eyes are about to pop out.”

“It feels like curses are about to pop out though.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s expression saying that was fierce. I hurriedly explained the plan to Han Seo-hyeon. After hearing all that plan, Han Seo-hyeon…

“So you’re going to go in alone?”

He was still glaring at me with a nasty expression.

“Isn’t it much better than fighting?”

“That wasn’t the original plan though.”

“Well, if we fight openly, the damage to the hostages will be too big.”

It’s different from Park Sang-pyeon’s time. Back then, the strategy of me alone marking Park Sang-pyeon while the other two diverted the hostages was possible, but in this case it’s impossible because there are three enemies too.

It’s the same even if Yoo Seon-je intervenes. If an all-out battle occurs, the hostages’ lives can’t be guaranteed.

‘The damage will probably be big.’

While we could intensively mark Assembler, in Gemini’s case we wouldn’t be able to avoid large-scale casualties.

“But with this plan, we can protect the hostages. Moreover, there’s no need to fight…”

“And Boss will be in danger.”

“Only if I fail.”

And I have no intention of failing.

I quickly added:

“In case of emergency, you guys can join quickly, right?”

Unlike me, Han Seo-hyeon who can handle sand and Kim Jae-ho who can move through shadows can enter instantly in an emergency.

—You’d be less hateful if you just couldn’t speak.


Han Seo-hyeon, who had been quietly looking at me at my explanation, sighed and said:

“If it seems even a bit dangerous, I’ll enter right away.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

“I don’t care about the hostages at all.”

It was a chilling statement. I glanced at Kim Jae-ho. If necessary, he’ll stop Han Seo-hyeon… no, he won’t be able to. It’ll be fortunate if he doesn’t get involved together.

Though not very reliable, these are the team members I chose.

For now, I have no choice but to trust them.

* * *

Cha Song-jin bit his lip looking at the hostages sitting here and there.

The humans packed in the stores and hallways made him feel suffocated just looking at them. What was even more chilling was that everyone here was out of their minds. Even someone’s muttering mixed in between sobbing sounds.

“D-don’t cry. Please…”

Cha Song-jin carefully spoke to the person next to him. But those trapped in illusions showed no reaction to Cha Song-jin’s words.

He was scared.

He was so scared and trembling as if he would faint at any moment.

He was scared of the villains who killed people while laughing nonchalantly, but he was also scared of the people crying while staring into space.

“I’m scared!”

Why on earth did he have to suffer something like this?

‘If it was going to be like this, it would have been better not to awaken at all!’

Wouldn’t it have been better not to have a mere ‘escape’ ability?

Such a pathetic ability that couldn’t protect his own body or fight for someone else. To think he’d be dragged here and have to transport people he didn’t want to.


If he could really escape, if he could just go somewhere with no one, he would have escaped as much as he could.

Cha Song-jin’s eyes were dying black.

At that moment, a small mouse appeared at his feet. Though he flinched, Cha Song-jin managed not to scream.

The mouse spat out the note it had been carrying in its mouth at Cha Song-jin’s feet.

On the carefully unfolded note…

「If you want to live, do as I say.」

Words that Cha Song-jin couldn’t possibly refuse were written.

* * *

I entered the department store and scrunched my face at the pungent smell.

“The smell of blood…”

And the acrid smell of soot remained terribly inside the building.

—My goodness.

Everywhere visible was red. I drew in a breath as I confirmed the corpses strewn here and there.

—…How terrible.

The state of the corpses was not good for Ray to say that. From corpses with their insides and outsides reversed, to corpses that melted while alive.

There were quite a few ordinary people, but the number of awakeners was also considerable. Among the awakeners, there were even 5-Circle hunters, but they were insufficient to stop the villains of the Top who suddenly rushed in.

Even roughly counting, it’s close to hundreds of people.

There were so many corpses that the soles of my shoes were dyed red even after just a few steps.

“Really…”

I truly hated the villains of the Top.

Unlike other guys, why do they commit such acts when they have abilities? I couldn’t understand them.

Dissatisfaction with society? Inferiority complex? Why do they try to satisfy such things by taking away others’ lives?

“The damage has gotten bigger than before.”

—Is that so?

“Yes. Before, it was at most dozens of people…”

Seol Rok-jin targeting this department store is something that didn’t happen before. Sirius, who failed to conquer ‘Serena’s Ice Palace’, didn’t have the strength to open a department store.

So they postponed opening this department store, and later sold it off due to funds.

Unlike the past, Sirius remained strong despite the ‘failure’ and so they targeted this department store.

Villains who invaded even a department store operated by the great Sirius Guild, and hunters and the Awakener Crimes Department failing to arrest those villains.

Bringing down Sirius too, and engraving the perception that awakeners are dangerous.

Killing two birds with one stone.

The crowds gathered outside were spectators who would watch the picture Seol Rok-jin drew from the front row seats.

The hundreds of people who died here probably don’t matter at all. Because he’s not the kind of person who cares about such things.

I was now walking along a path of blood.

The despair and fear these people must have felt clung unpleasantly to my skin.

The terrorism is already a success.

Because when this fact leaks outside, everyone will be terrified.

But there are still people alive.

“And there are villains who need to be punished.”

That alone is enough reason for me to enter there.

* * *

The place where the villains of the Top settled was the hunter armory on the 3rd floor. Walking between hostages groaning trapped in Trickster’s illusion, I found the three villains stationed there.

“Hello.”

At my greeting, magic power rose fiercely right away. I raised both hands.

“Uh, I surrender, I surrender.”

“You!”

The woman with twin tails pointed at me.

“Weltschmerz!”

Thanks to Gemini recognizing my mask, the killing intent of the two people softened a bit.

“What business do you have coming here?”

“You’re throwing such an interesting party. I couldn’t help but come to watch.”

Though they were on edge, they didn’t attack me for now, probably because I’m the ‘same’ villain.

It was as I expected.

I smiled brightly.

The three people I was seeing for the first time in two months since Serena’s Ice Palace were just as I remembered.

Despite committing terrible acts, there wasn’t a hint of guilt on their faces. Well, these humans worse than beasts could commit such acts.

“This is surprising. To think you’d break through my illusion.”

At Trickster’s words, I tapped my mask.

“It’s quite a useful artifact.”

“What business do you have coming here?”

This time it’s Assembler’s question.

“Didn’t I tell you just now? I couldn’t help but come watch such an interesting party being thrown.”

“You really just came to watch?”

“Yes.”

I nodded exaggeratedly and said while waving my hand:

“To think you’d occupy an entire department store opened by Sirius, of all places. Isn’t it an achievement like a dream for villains? Plus all these hostages here.”

While saying that, I glanced over the hostages.

Among them is the escape ability user who will safely divert the villains.

Kim Chun-tae. Real name Cha Song-jin. It was almost impossible to find him hiding among the hostages with their heads bowed low. But I picked him out without difficulty.

The guy whose eyes met mine in my mask trembled.

‘Good, preparations are all done.’

After confirming Cha Song-jin’s state, I turned my gaze back to the three villains. Assembler bared his teeth looking at me.

“But this isn’t courteous at all. Coming to just add a spoon to the table we set.”

“That’s right, if you want to keep that pretty head attached to your neck, you’d better scram.”

“Yeah yeah, everything here is ours. So scram without thinking of touching anything.”

The three people’s words poured out at me almost simultaneously.

“Oh my, it hurts my heart a bit when you say that.”

I said that and added while shrugging my shoulders:

“I have a conscience too. How could I have come to covet the share that the Top villains I respect should naturally obtain?”

At my words, Gemini grinned and said:

“Really? You didn’t say that when chasing out the old man. Moreover, you said you liked us! Why didn’t you join us?”

“Due to circumstances, I have to move alone now. Though I’d like to join the Top anytime in my heart, those circumstances… Ah, the world is so cruel.”

I pretended to wipe tears above my mask.

“As I said, I have no intention at all of coveting your spoils! I really came here because I couldn’t miss the chance to see the three of you whom I respect endlessly. Personally, I respect Blood Demon very much too, but I think the three of your activities are truly the realm of art.”

At my words, Gemini immediately showed a reaction.

“Reeeally? You respect us?”

Though she pretends not to be, she’s weak to words praising herself.

In the first place, the villains of the Top are all attention seekers. But the attention given to them is all just things like contempt and disgust. Yet they’re all too prickly to flatter each other. So it’s not strange that they’re weak to obvious flattery.

Gemini’s actual mental age was quite young too.

I’m very familiar with this type.

“Of course, the villains of the Top. Anyone would have no choice but to admire those who named themselves villains. I admired several times even while coming here. As expected, the Top villains are different from the scale. To think you’d make Sirius eat shit!”

Though Trickster, who wore a mask hiding his face just like me, still seemed wary of me, Gemini beamed at my words.

“That’s right, that’s right! We made those shameless bastards eat shit.”

But she wasn’t the only one showing a favorable reaction to me.

“If you’re done watching, leave.”

At Trickster’s words, I tilted my head and said:

“Well, I had some business to take care of along with watching.”

“I knew you didn’t just come! What on earth are you aiming for?”

At Assembler’s irritation, I immediately said:

“You all know our group’s maknae is a necromancer, right? As it happens, we needed some fresh materials.”

“Fresh materials?”

“Yes, as I said earlier, since I respect you deeply in my heart. I wanted to see you in person too…”

I trailed off and shifted my gaze to the hostages while saying:

“If it’s alright with you, I was wondering if I could receive a few of those hostages you captured as a souvenir. Two or three?”
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“You’re saying you want to take a few from the hostages we captured?”

Suspicious words come right back. I expected this too.

“As I said, I want to have souvenirs touched by your hands.”

“Souvenirs, huh.”

On the surface, they seem to find my words quite displeasing, but they’ll listen. There was a reason for my confidence.

From the moment I met them, I was ‘lying’ to them.

I told them I had infinite affection for the villains of the Top.

And my lie…

I smiled inside my mask as I watched an invisible lock fall with a click. As expected, lies like this work amazingly well on guys like these.

“Well, it seems you really do like us. To the point of wanting such insignificant souvenirs.”

Trickster readily granted my request.

“Alright, but not that guy.”

As expected, they immediately exclude Cha Song-jin. But there’s no need to worry. Everything up to here is as I predicted.

“Yes, that’s fine. Well, if that’s your taste.”

“That’s not my taste!”

Assembler immediately burst out shouting at my words. It was a joke, but he got angry. He was a person with no fun in teasing.

I picked out a few people. Those who had half lost their minds just stared blankly into space without any change in expression even when I pointed at them.

After picking a few people like that, I bowed my head to the villains and said:

“Thank you. I’ll make good use of those guys.”

It’s just words. I won’t actually use those people as test subjects. It’s true Han Seo-hyeon needs test subjects, but we’re well supplied with just bad guys.


Unfortunately, someone who heard my words doesn’t seem to think so.

Gemini said to me as I gathered the hostages:

“Come visit our Top sometime too.”

“Oh, what?”

Gemini, who said that, looked at me steadily despite the teasing from around her and said:

“I don’t dislike you that much. I really liked this incident too!”

—To say such things after committing such terrible acts.

Certainly, it’s not something to say after killing hundreds of people.

‘Well, these people have no awareness at all that it’s a bad thing.’

Repentance is only possible after realizing how bad what you did was.

These people’s thought circuits have been broken for a long time. They’re humans incapable of feeling regret.

“I’ll make sure to see you later.”

Saying that, I tapped my thigh with my fingers.

This is a signal.

Black sand that had dug through the gaps between buildings started to surround us.

The villains bared their teeth at the sudden event. The three immediately suspected me. But I was faster in shouting.

“W-what is this?”

“What?”

“This sand, the sand!”

In such matters, the side that makes a fuss first wins. I seriously shouted towards the three:


“Are you attacking me now?”

At my words, the three villains looked at me with dumbfounded faces.

“What are you saying! This sand is your doing…”

“Oh my, I trusted you three! If you dislike me, you should have just said so!”

At my words, the three villains simultaneously made aggrieved expressions.

“We’re telling you this isn’t our doing!”

“That’s right! T-to begin with, none of us can handle sand!”

“Aren’t you the one who can handle earth?”

Uh… how did they know I can handle earth? But I can’t show signs of being flustered. I quickly changed the subject.

“I can’t handle black magic power! Isn’t that black magic power moving that sand?”

Of course, Han Seo-hyeon, a member of Weltschmerz, could also handle black magic power. But Han Seo-hyeon being able to handle sand was still an unrevealed secret.

—What are you going to do if it’s exposed later…

‘We’ll think about that later.’

—You really have no plan whatsoever.

Anyway, clearing suspicion right now is important.

I asked in an exaggerated voice:

“If it’s not you three either, then who?”

Saying that, I slightly turned my gaze to the side. The three villains who turned their gaze following mine gaped.

They had just discovered ‘Smith’ appearing beyond the sand.

“That guy!”


The reaction of the three who confirmed that face was intense.

I quickly shouted in the meantime:

“Oh my, I’ll take my leave here. I’ll see you again later. I hope all three of you stay safe!”

Using the time when aggro was focused on Smith, I firmly grabbed the hand of one hostage.

The three tried to say something looking at me, but Smith(?) was faster. Following his gestures, black sand rushed at them.

While the three villains were surrounded by black sand, I pulled the hostage. The hostage resisted as if trying to push me away as soon as I grabbed him.

I whispered in the ear of the man struggling:

“Don’t you want to escape from here?”

The man wearing a mask that wasn’t his face looked at me trembling.

“Y-you were?”

“Disappointed it’s not a prince on a white horse?”

“C-crazy.”

Kim Chun-tae, no, Cha Song-jin.

I smiled brightly looking at him.

“Be satisfied with me for now.”

I patted his back. The black sand that blocked all the enemies’ sight gladly opened a path for me. Following that path, I went down to the lower floor and sent Han Seo-hyeon the second signal.

By now, the code I set with Yoo Seon-je should have appeared on the glass window.

And the action Yoo Seon-je would take after seeing that code was simple.

With the front glass window shattering, a flash, a huge lightning bolt big enough to cover all directions burst out.

* * *

Yoo Seon-je, who entered inside, immediately checked Trickster first.

He didn’t want to be played by his illusions again.

Lightning struck straight at Trickster. Trickster quickly rolled his body, but the lightning perfectly followed his movements.

“Urgh!”

He succeeded in reducing the power with the artifact wrapped around his body, but it was still pain that made his hair stand on end.

“You, bastard!”

At Yoo Seon-je’s appearance, the three villains immediately drew up their magic power. Gemini’s magic power immediately became flames that would burn the surroundings and spread in all directions.

Yoo Seon-je glanced and turned his head towards the hostages.

Fortunately, as Kang Yi-sin said, a wall made of sand was blocking the flames and protecting the hostages.

Though I don’t know what that guy usually does, he was certainly useful.

To think he pops out and helps me whenever something dangerous happens in my life. It would be impossible without always watching me.

‘Really, he said he doesn’t worry about me.’

As expected, he was a guy whose words and actions don’t match.

Yoo Seon-je relentlessly drove the three villains with lightning.

At that time, someone behind Yoo Seon-je spoke to him.

“My, aren’t you doing too much alone?”

Who was it? A guy whose name I don’t even know. Yoo Seon-je immediately took his eyes off that guy. He seemed to be saying something from behind, but Yoo Seon-je ignored it and stretched out his hand forward.

Even seeing that guy’s face crumple, Yoo Seon-je paid no attention. Yoo Seon-je’s attention was entirely focused on the three villains in front of him.

Though it seems quiet as if everything is over, their magic power was still the same. As expected, the counterattack began as Yoo Seon-je predicted.

“I-I’ll, I’ll kill you.”

Flames started to blaze from Gemini’s fingertips. It was high temperature enough to melt everything it touched.

Trickster wove illusions. But all of that had no meaning in front of the rushing lightning.

The three villains screamed at the pain of their skin burning and their whole body’s bones seeming to shatter.

“Damn it.”

The situation was absolutely unfavorable for the villains of the Top. They’re in this state even though only Yoo Seon-je rushed in among countless hunters.

Fighting a lightning mage in this narrow place was not an easy task.

Trickster twisted his mouth seeing pupils flickering with blue and white light.

The villains of the Top had outstanding talents.

But it was no comparison to guys like that who seemed to be born with all the blessings in the world.

Gemini’s flames were also fatal, but the narrower the battlefield became, the harder it was for the villains too.

“Are you trying to burn me to death too?”

At Assembler’s irritation, Gemini gritted her teeth.

“You just have to dodge properly!”

“How am I supposed to dodge here!”

His and Gemini’s abilities, which inevitably had to approach enemies to use, had bad compatibility.

Usually they fought by setting their own areas, but the narrow department store interior wasn’t a good environment for them.

“This won’t do.”

We have to run.

The three thought the same thing simultaneously.

That there’s no need to fight such a monster in such an unfavorable place.

But soon the three realized a shocking fact.

“W-what?”

While they were paying attention to Yoo Seon-je, their escape route had disappeared somewhere.

“It’s gone.”

“What?”

“I can’t see it!”

The way to escape from here was blocked. And in front of them were Sirius’s first string who were quite heated up.

“Fuck.”

Trickster realized.

They were really fucked.

* * *

Cha Song-jin, who came out with me, was making a stupid expression as if he couldn’t understand all of this.

The method of diverting Cha Song-jin was simple.

The mask I’m wearing is a fake with only a fancy appearance and no function. I sent two masks with the function to change faces inside in advance with Han Seo-hyeon’s help.

Cha Song-jin wore one of them, and a skeleton mixed into the sand wore the other.

While the skeleton wore a mask imitating Cha Song-jin’s face, Cha Song-jin wore a ‘different face’.

It’s the face of a man in his 30s that I often used. That’s also why I could easily pick out Cha Song-jin even among that crowd.

When I requested hostages as souvenirs, the Cha Song-jin the villains checked wasn’t the real one.

If they had looked at the skeleton more closely, they would have noticed something strange since it was placed on bones rather than skin, but their attention was all focused on me at that time.

And my ‘lie’ on top of that.

That alone was enough to deceive them. They didn’t have any interest in Cha Song-jin to begin with.

And when the black sand appeared, I succeeded in completely drawing those three people’s aggro just by changing the skeleton’s mask to Smith’s face.

And then, dump everything on Sirius’s hunters including Yoo Seon-je and leisurely escape.

The plan was to recall the skeleton at an appropriate time when attention was drawn to Yoo Seon-je, and divert the captured hostages with Han Seo-hyeon’s sand.

‘They might suspect me who rushed in right before that, but…’

For now, the aggro is drawn to ‘Smith’ and Yoo Seon-je. As Weltschmerz, I was planning to keep insisting I had nothing to do with this incident.

‘It would be hard to suspect that Cha Song-jin’s disappearance was my doing too.’

Emotionally they might suspect me, but Cha Song-jin was clearly there until then.

‘Rather, it would be easier to think Cha Song-jin escaped on his own taking advantage of the confusion.’

Therefore, they might resent Cha Song-jin if they want, but there’s no need to resent me too.

Is there any need to fight an opponent that’s hard to win against? When I can just extract what I want like this and slip away.

The people standing at the entrance raised their voices seeing the hostages wrapped in sand coming out.

“W-what is this sand?”

“There are people, people inside this! T-they seem to be the hostages who were inside!”

“What? Check the hostages’ condition immediately!”

I moved my steps leaving that commotion behind.

Now, it’s time to go home.

What happens in the department store was no longer my business.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 144

				
‘How did things end up like this?’

As he was dragged along by Weltschmerz, Cha Song-jin looked back on his life.

Come to think of it, wasn’t Cha Song-jin’s life stuck in the mud from the moment he was abandoned at the orphanage?

When Gates appeared, orphanages that could take in and raise children sprang up all over the country. It was a time when the number of children who lost their parents for various reasons increased explosively. Among the orphanages that increased like that, there were quite a few so-called illegal orphanages operating without government approval.

There were several reasons for operating orphanages illegally, but most were for labor exploitation.

With the appearance of Gates, the demand for jobs exploded, but not many people wanted to handle unverified dangerous materials.

The place where Cha Song-jin grew up was also connected to such illegal activities.

From a childhood he couldn’t even remember, Cha Song-jin lived moving from factory to factory. Watching friends die off one by one, thinking he too would end up like that someday.

But Cha Song-jin’s lifeline was long, and he survived until 24. In the factory, Cha Song-jin was now called a veteran among veterans.

And at that age of 24. Cha Song-jin had an awakening he never even dreamed of. Seeing the system window that appeared before his eyes, Cha Song-jin thought he had gone crazy.

But it was real.

Unlike ordinary awakeners who complete their awakening by their mid to late teens at the latest, Cha Song-jin awakened at the age of 24. It was an age that could be said to be too late to enter the academy or train his talent.

But whatever it was, it was an ‘awakening’. That day, Cha Song-jin was as happy as if he had everything in the world.

However, the name of his talent that appeared on the status window was terrible, and it actually was. Return, at best a useful ability only for sneaking back into the company dormitory to avoid an angry factory manager.

But with that ability, Cha Song-jin succeeded in escaping from the factory and reached the awakener testing center.

And through that test he took without much expectation, he was able to meet none other than the vice guild master of Sirius.

She told Cha Song-jin. That you will be our hidden card.

Until then, Cha Song-jin thought only shining success remained in his life.

But I guess a loser will always be a loser.

First he was caught by the villains of the Top in his first outing, and next it’s Weltschmerz.


Until the first note came, his spirits had been high, but they plummeted instantly.

My savior who came to ruin me. No, in this case it’s not even a savior! It’s just kidnapping! And for a second exploitation at that!

I guess that’s how it is. There’s no way light would enter his life.

-It’s only natural for your life to be ruined.

The thorny words he heard once stabbed him again. Cha Song-jin bit his lip hard.

The masked man moved his steps well avoiding the crowds.

Though there were many people around, Cha Song-jin who had already given up on everything didn’t ask any of them for help. Whether due to learned fear, or resignation that nothing would change, he just couldn’t open his mouth.

Swept along by the man like that and walking absent-mindedly, before he knew it they were in a secluded alley. Despite it being broad daylight, darkness had settled in that alley end, and Cha Song-jin shuddered.

‘Surely he’s not planning to do me in here?’

As they reached the end of the alley, black sand came down riding the shadows. It was the same sand that appeared inside the department store.

‘So that attack was your doing after all!’

Remembering Weltschmerz who had brazenly denied it, Cha Song-jin was dumbfounded.

Someone revealed themselves between the sand. A face still too immature to be called an adult, with a gloomy impression as if shadows had settled on it. A chilling gaze.

It was Han Seo-hyeon, the necromancer who had already been publicly wanted once as a member of Weltschmerz.

‘Until I saw that guy’s wanted poster, I thought that young punk’s life had really gone to shit.’

But actually standing in front, his aura was no joke, to the point he couldn’t think of him as just a kid several years younger than himself.

The dark pupils as if carved from shadows swept over Cha Song-jin. But that gloomy gaze was only for a moment. With a flash, as if sun entered the shadows, light entered his eyes as he shifted his gaze to the man beside him.

“Boss!”

“Oh, you came.”

“What’s with that guy?”


There was much displeasure in the gaze of the guy pointing at him as he asked that.

“I told you, I’d bring out an escape ability user. Let’s quickly go home, I’m tired.”

“You’re not really thinking of taking him home too?”

“Yeah.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, and what do you mean ‘him’. He’s several years older than you.”

“How would I know. My goodness, to think you’d bring such a guy…”

There was clear disbelief in the guy’s voice as he said that. At the glaring gaze directed at him, Cha Song-jin suddenly felt wronged.

‘It’s not like I’m here because I want to be!’

He wanted to say that much at the stinging gaze being poured on him.

‘If I could, I would have run away right away!’

He wanted to say something like that. But how could he say such things.

A huge figure appeared from the shadows.

‘Eek.’

The man with a body full of scars stood next to Han Seo-hyeon while scratching his head.

Deep features and dark skin color, plus bestial eyes visible between the messy bangs hanging down.

Everything was scary.

The moment he met that guy’s eyes, tears flowed without him even realizing.

“An ability that can escape from Gates is quite something. I’d say a person with such a talent probably won’t appear again for another 10 years.”

At the masked man’s words, Cha Song-jin shuddered. So he was brought here because of his ability after all.


…It would be useless to say he doesn’t want to, right.

While moving on a bird made of sand, Cha Song-jin endlessly cursed his fate inside.

He wanted to run away, but even if he used his ability, the place Cha Song-jin would return to is the ‘Top’.

Whether the villains of the Top are better, or Weltschmerz is better. He couldn’t know, but one thing for certain was that going back to the Top after backstabbing them like this probably wouldn’t be good.

Like that, the place Cha Song-jin arrived at with Weltschmerz was in front of a cliff halfway up a mountain.

“Alright, let’s go in.”

“What?”

What happened next was like a scene from HarryXotter he saw when he was young. The train station Harry went to for school admission. Platform 9 and 3/4. Just like how the cart slid into the wall that was blocked, people started disappearing one by one into the completely blocked cliff.

“Uh, uhh.”

“What are you doing, let’s go in.”

The masked man pushed Cha Song-jin’s back. Cha Song-jin closed his eyes tightly. He thought he would smash his face into the hard wall, but Cha Song-jin’s body safely passed through the cliff.

And at the same time, a terrible vision covered his sight.

“Aaaagh!!”

“Ah, right. I forgot to register you on our team.”

With the man’s words, the vision disappeared instantly, but his startled heart couldn’t calm down easily.

“Huff, huff, I, I feel like I saw something terribly horrific.”

The man smacked the back of floundering Cha Song-jin.

“Ack!”

Startled Cha Song-jin looked forward following the man’s gesture.

“Ta-da, welcome to our base.”

Weltschmerz’s base. The first impression was very…

‘Wh-what is this.’

The man in front had a very proud expression, but what Cha Song-jin saw was a graveyard of bricks. Yes, a graveyard of bricks. The building that just looked like bricks haphazardly piled up had an awful appearance like it was built by six-year-olds.

“Isn’t it cool?”

‘Are you serious.’

Cha Song-jin thought it was a joke, but the masked man’s voice was full of sincerity. He really thought this was cool.

Perhaps feeling Cha Song-jin’s gaze, the man cleared his throat and guided Cha Song-jin inside by opening the door.

“Ahem, shall we go inside.”

He hoped maybe the inside of the building would be okay, but the inside was even more awful.

‘It’s dark! Too dark!’

It was excessively dark even with lights installed all around.

‘The walls are all black!’

No wonder it’s so dark when the wallpaper is all black.

The already gloomy-looking Han Seo-hyeon and the big guy entering made the suffocating atmosphere complete.

Still, the furniture in the living room was fairly decent.

‘It’s just like a model house.’

The composition looked like it was taken straight out of a furniture catalog.

“You must have had a hard time until now, sit comfortably and rest.”

Saying that, the man took off his mask. Cha Song-jin unconsciously turned his gaze there.

‘He’s unexpectedly good-looking.’

Was it because of the prejudice of Weltschmerz? He thought there would be a terribly ugly man inside, but what was under the mask was a fairly neat and handsome face.

Except for the excessively suspicious-looking eyes, he might even be counted as quite handsome. Well, he does look too crafty but…

‘No, wait. Why am I evaluating that person’s face?’

While Cha Song-jin was startled and muttering like that inside, the man opened his mouth.

“Then, now that we’re home, shall we do self-introductions?”

“S-self-introductions?”

Self-introductions so nonchalantly. In this situation?

“Well, information imbalance harms mutual trust. Besides, we should at least know each other’s names to be comfortable with each other, right?”

He was momentarily flustered by the common sense statement coming from the mouth of someone who seemed far from common sense to anyone.

“W-well, that’s true, but…”

“Okay, shall I start first. My name is Kang Yi-sin. I’m 22 years old this year. I’m in charge of leading Weltschmerz. You can call me Shen.”

“22?”

He thought he looked young, but it was a much younger age than expected. To think the leader of that Weltschmerz is only 22 this year. Seeing Cha Song-jin’s gaze, Kang Yi-sin grinned and added:

“My mental age tends to be higher than I look.”

Seeing him say that, he really is 22. Young punks always say they’re more mature than their age. The next to introduce themselves was Han Seo-hyeon, who was still glaring at him with displeased eyes.

“Han Seo-hyeon.”

At the bluntly thrown words, Kang Yi-sin said as if admonishing:

“Seo-hyeon, you should introduce yourself properly.”

“What’s there to introduce properly. He probably knows everything about me anyway.”

“Ordinary people don’t look at wanted posters that closely.”

Kang Yi-sin, who said that, shrugged his shoulders and added:

“See, he didn’t recognize me either.”

What’s with those words? Does that mean Kang Yi-sin is on wanted posters too? At that moment, news Cha Song-jin saw vaguely a few months ago flashed through his mind.

‘Th-th-that murderer!’

There was so much fuss in the news about a Babel Academy graduate becoming a murderer that it was impossible to miss.

“K-Kang Yi-sin!”

“Oh, looks like you remember now.”

That’s absolutely not something to say so cheerfully! To reveal so nonchalantly that he’s a murder suspect.

As expected, though they looked normal, these people were villains. He shouldn’t be deceived by appearances.

How did he end up entangled with such guys…

“Han Seo-hyeon. I go by the name Tod in Weltschmerz, no, but does that have any meaning? No one calls me Tod anyway…”

“It’s good to mention the codename you decided on.”

“Anyway, I’m a necromancer. That’s all.”

“Age?”

“Eighteen.”

The back-and-forth like twenty questions with Kang Yi-sin ended. Next, the two people’s gazes turned to Cha Song-jin.

‘Do I really have to do this? I guess I should? Would something bad happen if I say I don’t want to?’

Cha Song-jin swallowed the tears that were about to well up and opened his mouth.

“Ch-Cha Song-jin, and I’m twenty-five, five this year…”

“Oh, you’re older than me. Should I call you hyung?”

At Kang Yi-sin’s words, Cha Song-jin hurriedly shook his head.

“N-no. It’s, it’s fine.”

“Okay, I didn’t want to call you hyung either.”

Then why did you ask! Cha Song-jin barely suppressed the words that almost popped out and slowly opened his mouth.

“My talent is ‘Return to Safe Zone’.”

“Return? Not escape?”

“Yes, it’s just that escape sounds a bit more dramatic so it’s called that, but what the system window said was return.”

“Conditions?”

To Kang Yi-sin who asked that with sharp eyes, Cha Song-jin had no choice but to spill all his secrets.

“Literally, if I use my ability I can move to a place I’ve set as a safe zone in advance. To set a safe zone, I need to stay there for at least 3 days. And after using the ability once, I need to rest for at least 3 days.”

The cooldown is too long. But the advantage of being able to use the talent in any situation outweighs all those disadvantages. Whether inside a Gate or anywhere. Cha Song-jin could return to the place he set as a ‘safe zone’.

There was no more reliable insurance for a Gate conquest team. It’s no wonder Sirius kept Cha Song-jin so tightly hidden. Because anyone who found out about Cha Song-jin’s ability would try to steal him.

So these villain bastards captured him too.

‘I’d rather conquer Gates, if they’re planning to take me around to escape from crime scenes.’

As Cha Song-jin was lost in thought, someone’s voice fell on his head.

“Kim Jae-ho.”

Just three syllables of a name. At the introduction that was short to the point of being excessive, Cha Song-jin asked without realizing:

“That’s it?”

Kang Yi-sin nodded on Kim Jae-ho’s behalf. Han Seo-hyeon, not Cha Song-jin, was the one who got upset at that nonchalant response.

“You told me to introduce myself properly!”

“Do you think that’s possible for Jae-ho?”

“Well, I guess not.”

What on earth is that person’s identity? Kim Jae-ho sitting on the sofa with his arms crossed still looked nonchalant even as disparaging remarks about him were exchanged.

Kang Yi-sin, who looked around at the three people, stretched and said:

“Ah, I’m hungry. Shall we eat dinner first and then talk?”
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Dinner? How can they calmly talk about eating in this situation?

Cha Song-jin stared at Kang Yi-sin with his mouth open, but at Kang Yi-sin’s words, everyone started preparing for the meal as if used to it.

“Huh.”

Feeling like he should help in this atmosphere, Cha Song-jin awkwardly stood up and lingered around the kitchen area, but what fell was Han Seo-hyeon’s stern command.

“You’re in the way, so just sit on that sofa with Boss!”

At those words, he turned his head back embarrassedly to see Kang Yi-sin sitting on the sofa waving his hand as if telling him to come sit here. Cha Song-jin ignored that gesture and stood stiffly in the living room staring at the wall.

‘What on earth is this situation.’

That thought was interrupted by Han Seo-hyeon’s words.

“Come sit down.”

At those words, Cha Song-jin hesitantly sat in his seat. The 4-person dining table was packed with four people sitting.

He thought they would bring out preserved food at best, or instant food, but the dinner was much more proper than expected.

Soybean paste stew with beef brisket with rolled omelette. Stir-fried sausage and vegetables with side dishes of herbs. There were an unbelievably large number of dishes and the preparation was perfect for an 18-year-old boy to have made.

It had been a long time since he saw such a well-prepared meal.

To think that necromancer kid made all this? As Cha Song-jin opened his mouth with a surprised face, rice and soup bowls were placed in front of him with a thud. A ‘thud’ when placing bowls.

“Seo-hyeon, be careful. You almost spilled it.”

“Ah, ah. My hand slipped since there’s more prepared than usual.”

Lies! It’s just because you dislike me! Cha Song-jin bit his lip. To think he would get the cold shoulder even after coming all this way.

“Well then, everyone have a delicious dinner…”

Before Kang Yi-sin finished speaking, Kim Jae-ho’s chopsticks were fast. Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s chopsticks scooping up the rolled omelette, Kang Yi-sin said as if giving up:

“Let’s eat.”


Only then did Cha Song-jin, who had been just watching, pick up his chopsticks.

His stomach rumbled weakly. Though he hadn’t thought about food at all until just now, when the delicious smell touched his nose, he became unbearably hungry.

‘Come to think of it, I haven’t eaten in a while. What I ate at the Top was mostly junk food.’

Just looking at the dining table made his mouth water.

Hmph, it may look good but it’s sure to taste bad. He muttered that internally and took his first bite, but what’s this.

‘It’s, it’s delicious!’

Cha Song-jin quickly emptied the rice and soup bowls in front of him. Every side dish he picked up was perfect for his taste. Cha Song-jin glanced at Han Seo-hyeon.

Indeed a talent worthy of being in charge of meals for this Weltschmerz!

After eating, he peeled and ate tangerines Kang Yi-sin gave him, and after finishing the tangerines, he even brushed his teeth with the toothbrush Kang Yi-sin handed him.

‘Wh-what is this!’

When he came to his senses, wasn’t he completely relaxed like he was visiting a friend’s house!

‘Dangerous! Get a grip, Cha Song-jin. This, this is Weltschmerz’s base. You don’t know when they’ll gut you. They say even if you’re dragged into a tiger’s den, you can survive if you keep your wits about you. Right, right. I need to keep my wits about me…’

Otherwise how could he escape from here. Whether knowing or not knowing Cha Song-jin’s thoughts, Kang Yi-sin was just yawning with a carefree face.

“Yaaawn, I’m sleepy.”

“I wonder what you were doing last time not sleeping at all, to be constantly dozing off like a sick chicken.”

At the vicious muttering, Cha Song-jin looked at Han Seo-hyeon with a stiff face. Kang Yi-sin scratched his head and asked with his head tilted:

“Hm, Seo-hyeon? Did you call me?”

“It’s nothing.”

Only Cha Song-jin nearby heard Han Seo-hyeon’s gloomy voice. The resentment thickly coating his voice made even his spine chill, but Kang Yi-sin who didn’t hear Han Seo-hyeon’s words was still nonchalant.

“Ah, right. This isn’t the time for this. I should show Cha Song-jin his room.”


“M-my room?”

“Well, we should sleep separately tonight. Unless there’s someone you want to sleep with?”

At Kang Yi-sin’s joke, Cha Song-jin hurriedly waved his hands.

As if anyone would want to sleep with any of you! I’d refuse even a truckload of villains like you!

Seeing Cha Song-jin’s disgusted expression, Kang Yi-sin burst out laughing. His face looked so young that Cha Song-jin closed his mouth tightly.

‘Even though he looks like that, he’s a villain, a villain, Weltschmerz.’

He must not forget that fact.

The room Kang Yi-sin gave Cha Song-jin was facing Kang Yi-sin’s room. With funny nameplates attached to each door, it was very easy to tell which room belonged to whom.

Opening the door with nothing attached, an empty room with nothing inside appeared. Looking at the gloomy room that seemed like ghosts might come out, Cha Song-jin screamed internally.

‘Why on earth is even this room painted black!’

As if reading his mind, Kang Yi-sin said:

“Ah, it’s too empty right? But don’t worry. We may not have friends, but we have plenty of bedding.”

Cha Song-jin was startled at Kang Yi-sin’s words.

‘What’s with this dad joke.’

Despite looking young, his sense of humor was terribly old-fashioned. Is this why he said his mental age is higher than he looks? Should I laugh anyway? While Cha Song-jin was deliberating, Kang Yi-sin took out bedding and roughly made the bed.

“Sleep here tonight and we’ll talk details tomorrow.”

“T-talk? What details…”

“Well, things like your treatment.”

Treatment, huh. Cha Song-jin gulped. As expected, this seemingly gentle atmosphere now is all fake. They are Weltschmerz, those vicious villains after all.

“Ah, right. I should give you clothes to change into too. Wait!”


So why are you speaking so friendly!

Cha Song-jin clenched his fist, feeling wronged for no reason.

* * *

After telling Cha Song-jin a few points to be careful about, Kang Yi-sin went straight into his own room.

Those points to be careful about were very simple.

‘Don’t enter the other kids’ rooms, and call him if anything happens? Who does he think I am, an 8-year-old child?’

Cha Song-jin blinked as he lay down. He really couldn’t tell if he had come to the base of the infamously vicious Weltschmerz, or if he was on a school trip.

It was too lax, far too lax. Even if they didn’t tie him up, he thought they would at least lock him in the room, but they just left him without any locks.

He even said to take food from the fridge anytime if he gets hungry at night, meaning he’s allowed to walk around.

‘I wonder why they’re leaving me like this when I might run away.’

Of course, he had no intention of running away at all. Where would he go when he doesn’t even know where this is. But still. It’s just too lax.

‘Geez, who am I worrying about. I should just sleep.’

Click, someone opened his door.

“Eek!”

“Hey, you wanna talk with us for a bit?”

Han Seo-hyeon standing crookedly in the doorway pointed at him.

“Me?”

“Well, is there anyone else there besides you?”

Cha Song-jin got up from his spot with trembling eyes. What on earth do they want to talk about… Frightened Cha Song-jin quietly came out as Han Seo-hyeon directed.

“Sit there.”

“Here?”

What Han Seo-hyeon pointed to was some shabby chair. Its shape was quite strange, as if they had picked up something that was about to be thrown away. Cha Song-jin carefully sat there. Somehow it felt much more uncomfortable than other chairs. Well, it would be stranger to be comfortable in this atmosphere.

‘No, really, my body feels heavy and my spine is tingling for some reason.’

But the atmosphere made it difficult to ask to change chairs.

Han Seo-hyeon said to Cha Song-jin who was fidgeting:

“Boss might be thinking of accepting you, but we’re against it.”

Though he says ‘we’, Kim Jae-ho doesn’t seem to be thinking anything. As if reading Cha Song-jin’s thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon hit Kim Jae-ho’s side.

“That’s right, we’re against it!”

He looks scary, but this… isn’t he an idiot? At Han Seo-hyeon’s gesture, Kim Jae-ho opened his mouth.

“For such an esteemed person to come to such a humble place. It’s unbelievable.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face crumpled at Kim Jae-ho’s words.

“You should say the opposite.”

“Why? There’s nothing wrong.”

“What do you mean nothing’s wrong. It’s different from what I said.”

“Humble is exactly what describes our home, right? Dirty and messy.”

“It’s not dirty! Do you know how hard I clean?”

At those words, Cha Song-jin bit his lip. He almost laughed. Han Seo-hyeon said with an expression of disbelief at Kim Jae-ho’s words:

“Leaving that aside, why is that guy an esteemed person?”

“You said his talent is precious. So isn’t it right to say an esteemed person came to a humble place?”

“When you say it like that, it sounds like we’re welcoming that guy! I don’t like him!”

“But I didn’t say anything wrong!”

Before he knew it, those two were genuinely grabbing each other’s collars and getting angry.

‘If, if it’s going to be like this, I wish they’d tell me to go back in.’

Cha Song-jin fidgeted his butt watching their fight. He was getting more and more uncomfortable.

‘Damn it.’

Whatever it is, he wished they would just hurry up and say it.

“Fine, what’s the point of me and hyung fighting. The important thing is that guy.”

Being called ‘that guy’ and ‘this guy’ by someone much younger than him couldn’t feel good, but Cha Song-jin endured it.

“You don’t fit with Weltschmerz.”

But this statement was too irritating to just listen to. No, I have no intention of joining there!

“I don’t want to become Weltschmerz either…”

“What? What’s wrong with our Weltschmerz! Why don’t you like it?”

What tune are you telling me to dance to!

Cha Song-jin was at a loss.

“I just want to go back…”

He didn’t want to use polite speech to a kid only eighteen years old, but the atmosphere made it impossible to speak casually.

“That’s not possible. Boss said he needs you.”

What are they really telling him to do. Cha Song-jin sighed looking at the fickle Han Seo-hyeon.

“Then what do you want me to do?”

“Say you absolutely won’t join Weltschmerz.”

At that moment, the door quietly opened. Kang Yi-sin, who they thought was sleeping, was glaring at them through the crack in the door.

“Aaack! B-Boss!”

Han Seo-hyeon screamed and tumbled backwards. Kim Jae-ho stretched out his hand and caught Han Seo-hyeon’s waist. Looking very tired with dark circles under his eyes, Kang Yi-sin messed up his hair sticking out in all directions and opened his mouth.

“I was wondering what you were talking about.”

“Y-you woke up?”

“Of course. You two were fighting so loudly. I thought you were trying to wake me up.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face turned pale at Kang Yi-sin’s appearance.

“Th-then perhaps…”

“Yes, I heard everything. I understand your thoughts for Weltschmerz, but I’m the leader for now. So let’s leave bringing in members to me for now.”

“But…”

Kang Yi-sin gestured Han Seo-hyeon back with his hand. Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip and stepped back. Kang Yi-sin sat on the sofa and looked at Cha Song-jin as he opened his mouth.

“I was going to talk tomorrow, but since it’s come to this, let’s talk today.”

“Urk.”

Kang Yi-sin said to Cha Song-jin who swallowed his breath:

“Though the situation has become like this, we can’t just let you go.”
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“Why…”

“Because the villains of the Top won’t leave you alone.”

“What? Why, why?”

“Well, they’ll think things went wrong because of you. I don’t know if you know, but those three are currently arrested by the Awakener Crimes Department.”

“Arrested?”

“Yes, thanks to the efforts of Sirius’s hunters. But the ones they’ll resent most are probably Cha Song-jin, you. They’ll think if only you hadn’t run away, they wouldn’t have been caught.”

Cha Song-jin’s mouth gaped at Kang Yi-sin’s words.

“Wh-what are you saying? I just moved as you told me to! I did run away, but! It wasn’t me who tricked those people, it was you!”

“That’s true, but the only ones who know that fact are us here now.”

Cha Song-jin was appalled at Kang Yi-sin’s nonchalant words. He’s going to pin all the blame on me like this?

“If I had known it would be like this!”

“If you had known, what. Surely you weren’t going to say you were thinking of staying there?”

“No, that’s not it, but!”

Cha Song-jin pounded his chest in frustration. Kang Yi-sin shrugged his shoulders and said:

“We’re probably better than those guys.”

“Y-you’re villains too. I, I don’t want to become something like a villain. Villains are the worst.”

Ah, he said it.

Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes looking around at the words he blurted out without realizing. Fortunately or not. There was no sign of anger on Kang Yi-sin’s face after hearing those words. But he couldn’t feel at ease. The person in front of him is a villain. Though wearing human skin, he’s a villain who could throw off that seemingly normal skin anytime and commit terrible acts.

“I, I just want to go back. I just want to go home. Please, please send me back!”

Cha Song-jin shouted with his eyes tightly closed. Honestly, he wanted to run away from here right now. He was sick of the Top, Weltschmerz, all villains.


To that desperate plea from Cha Song-jin, Kang Yi-sin said:

“Okay, I understand. I don’t like keeping someone who doesn’t want to stay either.”

For a moment, the word hope filled Cha Song-jin’s heart.

“But as I said earlier, we can’t just let you go.”

But hope was immediately crushed.

What kind of word play is this! In the end, you’re planning to keep me captive, aren’t you.

“I don’t know what misunderstanding you have, but if we let you out in your current state, you’ll be caught again right away. You only have Sirius to go to anyway, right?”

“Huh? Well…”

“It’s better here than there, right?”

“Are you joking? There’s no way it could be better here than Sirius Guild!”

“If you want to be locked up under 24-hour surveillance, you can go back to Sirius.”

“What?”

“Surely Sirius Guild won’t just leave you be. You’re a precious talent who was even kidnapped by the villains of the Top.”

“Huh?”

“The moment you return to Sirius, you’ll be isolated. You’ll be locked in a prison-like room with no contact with anyone, only allowed out when conquering Gates.”

“Surely Sirius wouldn’t do such a thing…”

To those words barely uttered, Kang Yi-sin added with a snicker:

“Well, Sirius probably doesn’t want to do that either. But without such methods, they won’t be able to protect you from the ‘Top’.”

Gulp, Cha Song-jin swallowed. There was no hint of joking in Kang Yi-sin’s expression.

“I told you. The villains of the Top will target you as their top priority. I guarantee, the moment you return to Sirius, that news will reach the villains of the Top. As Sirius is the greatest huge guild in Korea, there are many related people. The moment you return to Sirius, a bomb that’s only a matter of time before exploding is hung around your neck. But here is different.”


Tap tap, Kang Yi-sin who tapped his knee grinned.

“No one knows you’re here.”

Cha Song-jin bit his lip hard. He wanted to deny it, but Kang Yi-sin’s words made sense.

If the villains of the Top are targeting him, hiding here might be good…

No, how could it be good!

“Y-you’re saying that trying to lure me in? Hmph! Not a chance, I’ll absolutely! Absolutely leave here.”

At those small words, Kang Yi-sin burst out laughing. Pretending to wipe tears from his eyes, Kang Yi-sin patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder and said:

“Alright, I’ll cheer you on. You can leave here anytime you want.”

At the unexpectedly generous response, Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes looking at Kang Yi-sin’s expression. Can he really escape from here?

“If you can leave, that is.”

At the following words, Cha Song-jin’s mouth opened.

“What?”

“Okay, conversation over! We’ll talk more details tomorrow.”

Cha Song-jin just gaped. No, I think I just heard something strange. Kang Yi-sin who patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder clapped his palms together like a director finishing filming and said:

“Now, it’s bedtime for good children.”

At Kang Yi-sin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho went into their rooms with displeased faces. Kang Yi-sin turned his head towards Cha Song-jin and cleared his throat as he opened his mouth in a low voice:

“Ah, and one last thing I want to ask.”

“What is it.”

“How was that chair?”

At the sudden question, Cha Song-jin raised his eyebrows. Chair? What chair?


“Just, how did it feel when you sat on it.”

“It, it was extremely uncomfortable.”

“Damn it. I thought so.”

Kang Yi-sin who cursed while scrunching his face went straight into his room.

“Wh-what is it.”

Cha Song-jin left alone was flustered, but there was no one to care about him.

* * *

The next morning. I checked the news in detail.

I roughly confirmed before sleeping yesterday that the villains of the Top were arrested, but I need to find out now how things progressed.

The three villains of the Top were arrested by the Awakener Crimes Department, but unfortunately there were casualties in the process.

Gemini exploded the magic stones at the scene and summoned huge flames covering the surroundings, and several Sirius hunters were burned by those flames.

Fortunately, the hostages I (or more precisely, Han Seo-hyeon) diverted are fine.

Among the hunters, the one who suffered especially heavy damage was a hunter named Han Ji-mu who is considered Sirius’s promising rookie. Fortunately his life isn’t in danger, but he suffered severe burns with almost his entire upper body including face melting.

Though treated with top-grade potions, the skin damaged by magic power didn’t return…

He was said to have many fans especially for his handsome looks, it’s a shame.

Yoo Seon-je seems to have safely avoided that explosion with the technique he showed me.

‘Hmm, I wasn’t particularly worried, but it’s good he’s safe.’

The only decent thing about that guy is his handsome face. With that personality, imagine if he was ugly too. It would really be an eyesore.

Anyway, with the three villains arrested, Seol Rok-jin’s plan was ruined.

Originally, he would have covered everything with ‘awakeners are bad’. He’s the kind of person who knows how to use even a disaster where many people died politically.

It’s true that terrorism occurred and there were many victims, but afterwards Sirius’s hunters and the Awakener Crimes Department came out to arrest the terrorists and save the hostages, so it’s enough to package the picture prettily.

‘Moreover, Sirius’s side will actively intervene too.’

In my previous life there was no reason to comment on the terrorism at all, but now it’s their business. Sirius’s side will want to prevent this incident from being talked about, so they’ll try to cover it up as smoothly as possible.

Though using the victims sacrificed there for a media battle won’t change, it’s better than being played by Seol Rok-jin.

It would have been good if I could have prevented that terrorism from happening at all, but this was the limit of my ability.

‘I should find comfort in preventing greater sacrifices.’

For now, this terrorism incident is over. The problem is…

—By the way, are you really going to let that guy go?

At Ray’s words, I turned my head towards Cha Song-jin sprawled on the living room floor. I tried making him do planks, but he was rolling around saying he’s dying after not even lasting 30 seconds.

His statement about working in factories for a long time wasn’t a lie, he did have quite a bit of functional muscle, but he was quite weak since he had never professionally trained his body.

Plus his basic stamina was all cut down after staying at the Top for a few weeks.

“Huff, huff.”

“If you’re done resting, get back in position.”

“I’d, I’d rather die.”

“You don’t want to live with us forever, right? If you want to leave here, you need to train hard.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin glared at me. At first he just trembled in fear, but now he’s learned to glare at me with such eyes.

“I told you, you can leave anytime if you can leave here.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin gritted his teeth and got back in position once more.

—If he’s going to leave anyway, isn’t there no need for you to look after him?

‘Well, even if he leaves, I feel like I don’t want him to die a sudden death somewhere.’

I originally planned to subtly incorporate Cha Song-jin into Weltschmerz. But my conscience pricks at keeping someone who cries and screams he doesn’t want to become a villain.

—So that’s why you’re rolling him like this?

‘I said he needs to at least be able to protect his own body.’

After saying he can leave here anytime if he can leave, the one I assigned as Cha Song-jin’s monitor was Kim Jae-ho.

—A prison with bars would be better.

‘Isn’t it better than having no hope at all?’

On the surface, he’s just one adult man with a big build. Since I said I won’t use abilities to catch you, quite a bit of hope is probably growing in Cha Song-jin’s mind.

“Huff, huff.”

That’s why he’s training so hard like that.

“Rest and then do lower body.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin groaned, but I lightly ignored that moan. Today’s groans become tomorrow’s muscle fibers.

But since his body was quite damaged, I couldn’t push him too hard. After rolling Cha Song-jin moderately, I decided to check the abilities of Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho, which I had been putting off.

It’s been quite a while since I trained with those two.

Especially Han Seo-hyeon’s sand handling and Kim Jae-ho’s shadow ability needed to be properly tested. It seems they’ve figured out how to use their talents quite well without me, but I need to refine them a bit more properly.

Moreover, as their leader, I always needed to know their exact strength. That’s how I can make proper strategies.

—You’re living quite diligently.

At Ray’s words, I raised my head.

‘What’s with that sudden remark?’

—No, I just remembered you were holed up not wanting to do anything just a few days ago.

‘Ah.’

Certainly, even now I get stressed to the point of my stomach turning when I think about Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee. But…

‘If there’s one good thing I learned while under Seol Rok-jin, it’s that it’s not good to cling uselessly to things I can’t do anything about. Sometimes you need to let things go appropriately.’

Without this thought, I would have gone crazy long ago. There are things I can’t do anything about. So I shouldn’t think about that anymore and do what I can do right now.

‘Still, there were times when I felt I really couldn’t bear living like that…’

But I had done too much to run away through death.

I shrugged my shoulders.

“Anyway, what’s important right now is Seol Rok-jin.”

I’ll prevent you from destroying my world ever again.

And I was no longer alone.
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Cha Song-jin groaned on the blanket. There wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t hurt.

Damn that Kang Yi-sin. Thinking of that guy’s sleek face rolling him around made curses come out naturally.

Every time he thought of quitting, words like ‘Do you want to live with us forever?’, ‘Let me introduce Weltschmerz’s fourth member’ made him develop a stubborn spirit and endure again and again.

‘Really, I’ll leave this base someday.’

Cha Song-jin’s mind was full of Kang Yi-sin’s annoying smiling face as he gritted his teeth and shouted that. He would ruin that guy’s smiling face someday.

‘I’m thirsty…’

A night when he couldn’t easily fall asleep due to muscle pain. Why was his throat dry too. Cha Song-jin walked zigzag towards the fridge and took out water. On the way back to his room after wetting his throat.

Something white passed through Han Seo-hyeon’s slightly open door.

“Eek.”

Wh-what was that.

Cha Song-jin slowly moved his steps there.

There’s a saying that curiosity kills the cat, but he felt like he wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight if he didn’t confirm what he just saw.

Cha Song-jin who tiptoed carefully opened Han Seo-hyeon’s door cautiously.

Cha Song-jin hurriedly covered his mouth as he met eyes with a skeleton floating in the air.

“…!”

He almost screamed right there. Cha Song-jin who barely stepped back turned around and went into his room.

Though he closed his eyes tightly under the blanket, the image of the skeleton he saw just now wouldn’t disappear from his mind.

A monster with eerie blue flames burning in its two eyes.

‘Come to think of it, Han Seo-hyeon always kept her door tightly closed.’

Unlike other people who leave their doors wide open usually, Han Seo-hyeon always locked her door firmly.


Kang Yi-sin also said to never enter there.

‘Don’t tell me, terrifying human experiments are continuing in there? Un-undead are walking around!’

Come to think of it, it was Weltschmerz who diverted Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse too. Wh-what on earth did they do with that diverted corpse.

Cha Song-jin who got up from his spot abruptly knocked on Kang Yi-sin’s door urgently.

“Huaaah!”

* * *

“So you’re saying you saw a skeleton in there?”

Cha Song-jin who barged into my room in the middle of the night was completely terrified. Oh my. What’s the problem with skeletons walking around in a necromancer’s room.

—You’re speaking as if it’s no big deal at all.

‘Well, because it’s not a big deal?’

Weird things are always rolling around in Han Seo-hyeon’s room.

Corpses diverted from crime scenes, monster carcasses. Organs. How hard our kid is working to raise his necromancer abilities!

I had no intention of disparaging that effort with words like it’s disgusting or scary.

“I absolutely can’t sleep alone.”

Cha Song-jin hugging a pillow tightly and saying this was more burdensome to me.

“The bed is mine. Sleep on the floor.”

“Sob sob, okay.”

Cha Song-jin lay down on the floor sniffling. For someone who screamed in fear, he started snoring as soon as he put his head down.

‘Really, he’s unnecessarily scared of too many things.’

I had a restless sleep with Cha Song-jin’s snoring, and immediately the next day I asked Han Seo-hyeon about the skeleton Cha Song-jin said he saw.


“I didn’t summon a skeleton separately.”

“Really?”

“Yes. To begin with, controlling skeletons requires separate mental power. Unlike mouse bones or bird bones, I can’t maintain the summon while sleeping.”

“Wait, bird bones?”

When did you give it such a name? Han Seo-hyeon’s face turned bright red at my question.

“A-anyway! I don’t call skeletons and hounds when sleeping. Maybe that person just saw a hallucination? He’s such a scaredy-cat after all.”

That made sense too. Cha Song-jin was particularly timid.

But I couldn’t just let those words pass.

So that night, when everyone was asleep. I carefully opened my door and headed to Han Seo-hyeon’s room.

Carefully opening Han Seo-hyeon’s door. Inside was a white skeleton standing just as Cha Song-jin said.

“Hmm.”

I clicked my tongue internally looking at the skeleton that turned its head towards me. At least it wasn’t a hallucination that tormented Cha Song-jin.

I carefully stepped inside. I was worried the skeleton might attack me, but the skeleton just stared at me blankly without much reaction.

‘Hmm.’

I entered Han Seo-hyeon’s room and checked the bed first.

Han Seo-hyeon was in a deep sleep. Seeing him groan, it seems he was suffering from another terrible nightmare. Maybe he unconsciously calls the skeleton to overcome painful nightmares.

‘Is that really all?’

The skeleton that was wary of me at first soon became used to me and ignored me. I observed the skeleton with narrowed eyes.

There were many points that didn’t add up for it to be called by Han Seo-hyeon’s unconscious.

‘The surest way would be to attack Han Seo-hyeon but…’


Attacking a kid groaning in sleep like that is a bit.

—That’s right.

What on earth is that skeleton? Why is it summoned? If not Han Seo-hyeon’s will, what summoned that skeleton?

It was while I was thinking that and looking back and forth between the skeleton and Han Seo-hyeon.

The skeleton stroked Han Seo-hyeon’s forehead. As if soothing Han Seo-hyeon having a nightmare.

“What the.”

I frowned.

Summons cannot act on their own. All summons follow their master’s orders. Han Seo-hyeon’s unconscious may have wanted ‘such comfort’, but if not…

After perfectly controlling black magic power, all the skeletons Han Seo-hyeon ‘newly’ contracted had black bones. Only the skeleton Han Seo-hyeon first contracted had white bones.

And that skeleton was particularly weak. Not only was the bone durability poor, but its movements were also particularly slow. So Han Seo-hyeon excluded the white skeleton from combat. I told him to do so too. I thought ‘this’ was too weak to be used in combat.

It was unusually weak for the first contracted one.

Suddenly, the skill description Han Seo-hyeon showed me came to mind.

「The first contracted summon grows with the awakener and never disappears.」

Certainly, it said it grows. I thought that growth meant physical strength, but maybe…

“Are you… Han Jo-hee?”

Could Han Jo-hee still be remaining in there? The skeleton stared at me blankly at my question.

“If you understand my words, give any answer. Nod or shake your head.”

The skeleton gave no answer to my words.

Is communication impossible?

The skeleton that was quietly looking at me suddenly raised its hand. What does that mean? As I focused on that hand, I swallowed a scream at the pain I felt on my crown.

“What? What is it?”

Why are you suddenly hitting me? I was so dumbfounded I couldn’t even laugh. Just what is going on.

I don’t know if Han Seo-hyeon’s unconscious hit me, or if Han Jo-hee inside the skeleton threw a punishing fist at me.

What’s certain is that skeleton is angry at me. The skeleton that hit my head once struck my side in succession.

“Huh…”

If it’s really Han Jo-hee, it’s okay to hit my head several times but…

“No, no. Why are you hitting me. I tried my best too.”

Do you know how hard I tried so your brother wouldn’t go astray. I even read parenting books and tried so hard…

“Ack!”

The skeleton hit my crown once more.

And Han Seo-hyeon opened his eyes at the scream. At the same time, the skeleton immediately scattered. I ended up being the only one screaming at empty air.

“Huh.”

“Boss?”

Han Seo-hyeon who woke up rubbed his eyes and looked at me.

“No, it’s nothing.”

I want to ask about the skeleton, but it’s a bit much to interrogate the kid about something still uncertain. I should keep quiet until it becomes more certain.

“Entering a sleeping person’s room like this is quite creepy, so please be careful.”

“…Okay.”

Han Seo-hyeon who came to his senses immediately chased me out.

Never enter his room without permission again?

It seems puberty has come to Han Seo-hyeon too.

—Well, wouldn’t anyone get goosebumps if someone they live with is clearly watching them sleep in their room?

‘Urk!’

My defeat.

* * *

After that day, I watched Han Seo-hyeon’s room but the skeleton didn’t appear. For now, I decided to bury that day’s incident until the circumstances became clear.

‘If the skeleton is really growing, we’ll probably meet again sometime anyway.’

I didn’t want Han Seo-hyeon to waver by leaking unconfirmed information. He’s already burdened with guilt and a sense of debt about his brother’s existence. Even a hint of hope… could be fatal for Han Seo-hyeon.

Let’s talk when it becomes more certain.

Instead, I decided to focus on Han Seo-hyeon’s sand. Han Seo-hyeon had already figured out various ways to utilize sand.

Sand itself could be an excellent means of attack and defense. Since it could change shape variously due to its sand characteristics.

Even during the last terrorism, if Han Seo-hyeon hadn’t quickly blocked the fire, there would have been great damage.

Plus, thanks to being able to handle shapes freely, sand could also be used as a means of transportation.

Thanks to that, Weltschmerz became able to move comfortably anywhere.

It can be said to have really developed compared to when we used to ride around in a van.

“Hmm.”

Han Seo-hyeon himself has grown a lot too.

“What is it?”

“No, I was thinking your body has improved quite a bit.”

Maybe because of consistently exercising for a few months. His body has definitely become firmer. His posture was still a bit hunched, but his muscles were quite well-defined. Something that could be called a six-pack had formed too.

The difference was even more pronounced with Cha Song-jin as a control group beside him.

“At first you just trembled like him.”

“I did not!”

“Kuk.”

Perhaps hearing our words, Cha Song-jin flared up.

“Don’t laugh at me!”

“Alright, alright.”

I readily apologized to Cha Song-jin who seemed about to get upset. Somehow he seemed to get angrier after receiving my apology, but well, who cares.

I threw Han Seo-hyeon a spear carved from wood.

“Then shall we start learning to face enemies with a spear in earnest now.”

Beyond simply building stamina, I started teaching Han Seo-hyeon how to handle a spear, or rather a staff.

It probably won’t happen often, but in an emergency he may need to face enemies using his staff.

Moreover, skeleton movements rely heavily on the summoner’s combat experience. The better Han Seo-hyeon’s own combat sense becomes, the more precisely the skeletons can move.

After sweating for a while, I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“Call out that white one.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon furrowed his brows.

“We agreed to exclude that one.”

“Yes, but still. You said the first summon grows. You never know.”

“But…”

“Just bring it out once.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon hesitated a bit, then immediately brought out the skeleton. I stared at that skeleton.

When did you beat me up, now you’re pretending to be so docile. I snickered.

“Come at me.”

The skeleton shattered miserably under my sword.

‘What is this.’

Those movements I saw before didn’t come out at all.

“I told you it doesn’t work.”

Even at Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I still couldn’t take my eyes off that skeleton. Clearly that night, the skeleton moved freely without anyone’s orders. And those movements were very natural.

‘Hmm, there’s definitely something there.’

I still have no idea what that ‘something’ is.

While waiting for the skeleton to regenerate, I rolled Cha Song-jin.

Even with simple bodyweight exercises, Cha Song-jin melted like slime. Looking at Cha Song-jin sprawled on the floor groaning, I shook my head.

“Rest for a bit.”

“Urgh. I want to rest forever.”

“I thought you didn’t want to stay with us forever?”

“Ugh!”

I clicked my tongue looking at Cha Song-jin.

“Haah, when will he become human-like.”

It’s worrying, worrying. As I was muttering like that, Han Seo-hyeon who approached my side said:

“Why are you keeping him around. You said you won’t accept him on our team anyway.”

“Why do you dislike him so much?”

From the moment he first saw Cha Song-jin, Han Seo-hyeon disliked that guy. At first I thought it was the eldest’s feelings about getting a new sibling, but Han Seo-hyeon’s hatred was quite deep to dismiss as simple jealousy.

“He looks at us like we’re monsters.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I raised my eyebrows.
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“Boss and Jae-ho hyung think of me just like any other person. Not as a monster, or weirdo, or psychopath… they just see me as me.”

Han Seo-hyeon said he was terribly unpopular with other kids even before awakening his necromancer talent. It’s probably because collecting and dissecting insect carcasses is creepy.

“My brother was a good person, but he couldn’t understand me. He just pretended not to know. ‘My kind brother wouldn’t do such things.’ The day I heard my brother’s words, I threw away all the insects I had collected.”

Han Seo-hyeon pretended to be the most normal person in front of Han Jo-hee. Because he hated the thought of his beloved brother disliking him more than anything.

“Until Boss appeared, I thought there was no one in this world who could fully understand and accept me.”

“I don’t fully understand you either.”

“But Boss sees me as me.”

Han Seo-hyeon who looked into my face snickered and said:

“Boss just sees me as me. So I feel comfortable in front of Boss. Because I don’t have to worry about how I’ll be judged. When I say I need ‘test subjects’, people think I want that because I’m a terrible psychopath.”

Han Seo-hyeon who said that looked at me and added:

“But Boss just says ‘Oh, you need that.’ and that’s it.”

“Well…”

“Boss might think it’s nothing, but you don’t know how comforting that was.”

Because I know someone a hundred times more terrible than you. No, I was a hundred times more terrible person than you.

The truth I couldn’t speak choked my mouth.

“Boss, and Jae-ho hyung are the only ones who accepted me. Instead of thinking I’m weird, instead of being scared of me. They just accepted me as me.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I clenched my fist. I know what Han Seo-hyeon is saying. I too always lived as a loner because of my lying talent and my lousy personality.

Except for Jeong Ho-san, I didn’t have a single proper friend, and after he died…

I was alone.

I couldn’t tell anyone the words contained inside me.


“At first, I only thought about getting revenge on those who killed my brother… But thanks to Boss, living has become quite okay.”

“Oh, oh. Is that so.”

I turned my gaze away avoiding Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes. I don’t know what to say. I didn’t bring Han Seo-hyeon in for some grand reason like this. I was just planning to use you.

At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon’s words pricked me:

“But that person is different.”

“Ah.”

Certainly Cha Song-jin is different. Cha Song-jin is an ordinary citizen who lived normally. To Cha Song-jin, we are terrifying villains. Even if he’s become ‘less’ afraid of us, accepting us is a different matter.

“So I don’t like him.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I scratched the back of my head. Like this, I really can’t bring myself to tell them to get along. I understand it’s not just simple dislike.

Han Seo-hyeon who examined my face added with a gloomy expression:

“Boss might be disappointed, but I don’t like what I don’t like.”

Seeing the dejected kid, my conscience pricked.

Right, why does Cha Song-jin matter. In the end, what’s important to me is our Weltschmerz. Anyway, Han Seo-hyeon is my precious subordinate. Always reliable necromancer, good at housework, and always dependable even when he causes trouble sometimes, our eldest.

That eldest says he dislikes Cha Song-jin.

“I don’t like people who dislike us either.”

We may not have friends, but we have pride.

“Are you just saying that while secretly trying to bring him into Weltschmerz?”

“You said you don’t like him.”

“That…”

“What’s more important than you saying you don’t like him.”


“I’m sorry. Because of me.”

“No need to apologize. I told you, I don’t like people who dislike us either. And forcing someone to stay won’t make anything work anyway.”

Even if we keep Cha Song-jin like this, can he truly become ‘one of us’?

When I first created Weltschmerz, I didn’t have high expectations for Weltschmerz.

Just a seventeen-year-old kid, and one remodeled human who lived a messed up life. Like a castle built on sand, I thought our relationship was flimsy and a mess.

But even if it’s a castle built on sand, if it becomes a home for someone and this relationship becomes precious to someone, it can no longer be called a castle on sand.

At least if that kid thinks of me like that… I should think properly of Han Seo-hyeon too.

—You’ve changed somehow.

‘Yes.’

I realized while going through the incident with Jeong Ho-san.

Maybe I’ve grown quite attached to these kids without realizing. That I, with my status, have developed something I want to take responsibility for.

I don’t know where to put my eyes from needless embarrassment.

The conclusion is this:

“I’ll let him go once the situation is roughly sorted out, so don’t worry.”

“Okay. I’ll believe you.”

Han Seo-hyeon who caught his breath for a moment carefully asked me:

“But we can’t just let him go like this, right? He’s come to know too much…”

At those words, I blinked. Certainly that’s a problem.

The reason I showed everything to Cha Song-jin at first was because I had the thought of bringing him into Weltschmerz.

That thought was too naive too.


I only considered the conditions, without asking the kids’ or Cha Song-jin’s thoughts.

So this happened. But there’s no need to worry.

“I can distort memories with my ability. It needs some creation of a fearful atmosphere and threats but… Anyway, I can just mess with his memories appropriately before letting him go. He won’t remember anything about us.”

I’m newly grateful to Seol Rok-jin who taught me this method… No, go to hell. Anyway, I can’t not use a skill I learned with effort.

It’s a technique I originally didn’t want to use on people who would become ‘my side’, but Cha Song-jin is no longer ‘us’ now.

“I’ll let him go once I think he can fend for himself somewhat, so don’t worry.”

“But when exactly does that ‘fending for himself’ time come?”

I pointed at Cha Song-jin floundering on the floor and said:

“Looking at that state, it seems still far off.”

“Damn it.”

I snickered looking at Han Seo-hyeon muttering curses lowly.

* * *

After that day, I started contemplating Cha Song-jin’s treatment.

Even if I distort his memories, there’s no proper place to send him.

It would be better to send him back to Sirius rather than not belonging to Weltschmerz, but then there’s a high possibility he’ll fall into Seol Rok-jin’s hands again, and if that happens, incidents like the department store terrorism will happen again…

‘I guess the answer is overseas after all.’

As long as he’s in Korea, it’s difficult to avoid Seol Rok-jin’s eyes.

I’d like him to move with us if possible, but if that’s not possible, it’s better to send him abroad.

The problem isn’t just building stamina, I should teach him a foreign language too.

“Do you know any foreign languages by any chance?”

At my question, Cha Song-jin’s face turned pale.

“F-foreign language? Why?”

“Just answer.”

“I, I can barely speak Korean…”

He certainly seems to barely speak it. I clicked my tongue looking at Cha Song-jin trembling as he answered me like that. But shouldn’t he be able to roughly do English at least. I bought a few practical English textbooks and handed them to Cha Song-jin.

“Sob!”

I don’t know what he’s thinking, but he was looking at the textbooks I gave him while sobbing.

‘Does he hate studying that much?’

This guy Cha Song-jin. Not just his body, but his mental state is messed up too.

“I’ll check in the evening, so make sure to study up to where I marked before then.”

I left with a stern warning.

After Cha Song-jin, it’s Kim Jae-ho’s turn. Kim Jae-ho who met my eyes was pouting his lips.

“What is it.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. What’s the matter?”

When I poked his side, he finally opened his mouth slightly.

“Why did you only give him books.”

“Ah, are you upset about that?”

Well, Kim Jae-ho might need education too. But before English, I should teach him Korean accurately first. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve ever tested Kim Jae-ho’s Korean skills.

“Shall we start with dictation first?”

“Dictation?”

“Yes, you just need to write down what I say.”

I dictated a few sentences. Since it’s almost New Year’s…

“Happy New Year and best wishes.”

Next, I thought of and said a few sentences that might appear in elementary school textbooks.

“Cats go meow meow, chicks go cheep cheep.”

Well, he should get all of these right at least?

「Hapi Nuw Yer」

「Kats go miawaw, jicks ko chee chee 」 

How naive I was!

How could this be.

Not a single word was correct.

I fell to my knees.

“It’s my fault.”

This is the result of neglecting Kim Jae-ho’s education. I should have taught him letters first instead of teaching how to kill people! I only knew how to chop off people’s heads, now our kid doesn’t even know spelling!

“Why are you doing that?”

Kim Jae-ho who looked at me kneeling in front of the paper tilted his head and said:

“Is this so amazing? Enough to make Boss kneel?”

“That’s right. It’s amazing in many ways.”

I stood up staggering. This won’t do. I can’t leave our Jae-ho as an idiot like this.

“This won’t do. You need to study with Cha Song-jin too.”

“But we were going to do something else today. You said you’d look after me.”

“…Well, we don’t have textbooks right now anyway. Okay, today is training for now.”

I patted Kim Jae-ho’s back. Kim Jae-ho who nodded his head had a different look in his eyes. Our Jae-ho may not know letters well, but he’s certainly a genius when it comes to moving his body.

I came outside the house with Kim Jae-ho. The chilly wind scratched our cheeks.

Unlike my footsteps that made clear crunching sounds stepping on snow, there was no sound under Kim Jae-ho’s feet.

Suddenly I remembered shouting at Kim Jae-ho to move quietly on fallen leaves in autumn.

He failed then, but during the season change, Kim Jae-ho succeeded in handling his body.

Now if I closed my eyes, I couldn’t feel Kim Jae-ho’s presence at all.

But I had a rear camera – Ray – and…

“Urgh!”

I succeeded in catching Kim Jae-ho approaching from behind me at once.

—That’s cheap.

‘A boss should always maintain a cool image.’

—You weren’t so cool when you left cooking to Seo-hyeon.

‘We can’t eat scrambled eggs 365 days a year. That was a matter of survival.’

Besides, targeting the boss’s back. He deserves punishment.

The joke ends here.

“Pick up a sword.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho took out a dagger. I also drew the dagger strapped to my thigh. When I gave a signal with my eyes, Kim Jae-ho rushed in.

“Kut!”

I’ve felt this from before, but he really had monstrous physical abilities.

He immediately targets openings and rushes in. I twisted my wrist to deflect the dagger. But Kim Jae-ho soon follows.

I drew up magic power to respond. Even enhancing my body with 3-stroke mana circuits, it was difficult to keep up.

Kim Jae-ho’s movements that absorbed my teachings like a sponge were already perfect to the point where I had nothing more to teach.

The daggers clashed in the air several times. Sparks flew, and the dagger flew straight at my head.

“Ugh.”

I barely avoided it, but a wound appeared on my cheek.

As I said not to stop even if we saw blood, neither Kim Jae-ho nor I stopped. I kicked off the ground forward and rushed into Kim Jae-ho’s arms. The distance closed abruptly. I grabbed Kim Jae-ho’s right arm and twisted it.

A normal person’s arm would have broken, but Kim Jae-ho’s forearm didn’t budge.

Rather, he hugged me like that and choked my neck. If a few more seconds pass like this, I’ll lose consciousness.

I strongly hit Kim Jae-ho’s stomach with my elbow.

“Kuh!”

Since I put magic power into the strike, this time there was impact. The moment Kim Jae-ho let me go, I distanced myself again.

We clashed like that several times. Small wounds increased on my body, but there was still not a single wound on Kim Jae-ho’s body.

How long did we move our bodies like that. Though it was cold weather, we soon became drenched in sweat.

“That’s, enough.”

If we keep going, I’ll collapse. I wiped the blood on my cheek with the back of my hand.

“Are you okay?”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, I nodded. When I drew up magic power, the wound on my cheek soon disappeared. The other wounds on my body were the same.

This much is nothing.

The problem is that I failed to inflict effective damage on Kim Jae-ho while receiving so many wounds.

‘It’s probably impossible to face him without using abilities now.’

Kim Jae-ho has grown. Now that he properly knows how to use his body, he can no longer be stopped with ordinary talents.

‘Well, I could win if I use my talent too.’

—You’d know plenty of underhanded methods.

‘Not underhanded methods. Call them winning methods.’

I caught my breath and put on my jacket.

Now it was time to check the other side.
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“Use your talent.”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho silently melted into the shadows.

If you look closely, you might notice something rippling in the shadows, but people don’t usually examine shadows that carefully.

As he was already skilled at hiding his presence, when he started moving between shadows, the phrase ‘appearing and disappearing mysteriously’ naturally came to mind.

‘It’s an optimal ability for surveillance and assassination.’

That’s why in the past, Kim Jae-ho fully utilized this ability to gradually eliminate Seol Rok-jin’s political opponents.

Perhaps because he’s maintaining his sanity without being brainwashed. He melted into the shadows more naturally than in the past, but weaknesses still existed.

I don’t know about entering, but when coming out of the shadows, Kim Jae-ho’s body was exposed without any defense.

Noticing that point, I gave Kim Jae-ho a signal.

“Try again. This time, you need to come out when I gesture.”

Kim Jae-ho who had completely melted into the shadows jumped out at my gesture.

Now.

I gathered snow around me and threw it at Kim Jae-ho.

It was a speed Kim Jae-ho could sufficiently avoid, but the snowball I threw hit Kim Jae-ho’s head directly.

“Urgh.”

“This is your weakness.”

“Weakness?”

“Yes. How was it just now? Could you avoid the snow?”

“No. Even though I could clearly see it, I couldn’t move my body.”

“Yes, so if you’re attacked at this moment, you have no choice but to be hit.”


If we can just reduce this weakness, it will become even more perfect.

The method is…

“Let’s try until we can eliminate this weakness.”

We’ll figure it out if we keep doing it, if we keep doing it…

—You don’t know either?

‘How would I know how to handle shadows?’

Even if I tried to experience it myself, it was 4 strokes or more, or the circuits laid in my body weren’t visible at all.

—A boss who tells you to do something without knowing the method is the worst.

‘But you keep helping from the side.’

I diligently made snowballs and threw them. Kim Jae-ho glared at me and gritted his teeth. Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s face full of dissatisfaction, I bit my lip and held back laughter.

‘This is more fun than I thought.’

—What is? Beating up that guy?

‘No, watching someone grow.’

If he keeps growing like this, someday there will be nothing left for me to teach.

Well, when that time comes…

I shouted while making and throwing snowballs:

“Too slow!”

It’s still far off, so I’ll think about that later.

* * *

After a few days of combining training and education like that. Finally, the news I was waiting for arrived.


[Come, I’ve made everything you asked for.]

It was a call from the lovely engineer.

Upon receiving the contact, I immediately headed to Professor Geum’s house. There were many boxes placed in Professor Geum’s living room.

“Looks like you made a lot.”

“Ah, I already drew funds from your share in advance. Don’t worry. You still have a lot left. The stocks really hit big.”

Well, of course they would hit big.

Hyeonmu Pharmaceutical’s stock literally crashed. 30% or 40% evaporated, was it? When someone loses money, someone else can become a nouveau riche. Stocks are really unpredictable.

Hyeonmu Pharmaceutical’s future wasn’t very bright going forward. The son of Chairman Kim Seong-deuk, who was a member of the National Assembly, is being investigated under arrest, and dozens of related people are being investigated. Since it became such a big incident, it probably can’t just fizzle out like before even if public interest cools down.

But despite all this, Hyeonmu Pharmaceutical won’t go bankrupt.

-Pick up a few shares when it hits rock bottom.

-Why?

-The stock price will recover eventually. Not like before, but it will rise.

They probably can’t do human experiments like before anymore, but with the data they’ve already accumulated, Hyeonmu Pharmaceutical will continue to prosper going forward.

It would be nice if the bad guys went completely bankrupt like in fairy tales, but the world doesn’t turn so conveniently.

Moreover, it’s a problem if Hyeonmu Pharmaceutical goes completely bankrupt. Despite everything, it was the best performing pharmaceutical company in our country.

Still, that Kim family probably can’t get a share anymore. That’s enough.

The first thing Professor Geum took out of the box was the mask he said he wanted to make so badly for me.

—He made it quite nicely.

Looking at the three masks placed side by side, I swallowed my complicated feelings. Since it’s come to this, we really have to go as a mask trio. Cha Song-jin’s face flashed through my mind briefly, but since Cha Song-jin isn’t an official Weltschmerz member and is someone we’ll have to part with someday, there’s no need to prepare a share for Cha Song-jin.

By the way, these masks. They were a bit unusual.


“They’re black?”

Unlike the mask with a smiling face drawn in black on a white background, the newly made masks this time were black. The design was like looking at a fencing helmet.

When I tapped the side of the mask, a smiling face drawn with brush strokes appeared.

The texture was vivid as if painted with a brush fully dipped in red paint. The brush stroke texture isn’t bad, but the color is a problem.

“This is red.”

“The leader is red.”

This guy, he ended up adding color after all. And red at that. The meaning of the color was obvious.

“Change it back to a normal color right now.”

“Red is normal! It’s not rainbow-colored or anything.”

“It’s pretty dog-like now.”

“Kuhh! Such harsh words!”

Professor Geum rolled on the floor clutching his cheeks like a hurt protagonist in a romance manga. I gaped with disbelief looking at Professor Geum, who I hadn’t even touched.

Seeing my shocked face, Professor Geum got up again clumsily.

Why does he pretend to be weak when he’s like that.

“…You didn’t add color to the other masks too, did you?”

“Ah, is that not okay?”

“Make them all the same color!”

Multicolored masks! It feels weird because it looks like a knockoff Power RaXgers to anyone who sees it! Besides, that’s a hero group! What are we villains supposed to do benchmarking them!

“Tsk.”

Professor Geum who clicked his tongue at my words unified all the mask colors to green. By the way, green huh. It wasn’t fluorescent green but a low-toned blue-green that matched well with black, but it still felt uncomfortable. It looked like an ominous color that anyone would think would spew poison.

“Why green?”

“I like green.”

You made it green for that reason!

“Can’t you just make it a plain white?”

“That’s too boring. Besides, there aren’t many colors that can be set. Hmm? It’s not easy.”

It’s an obvious lie to anyone, but I decided to go along with it. Right, green is better than that. It looks like it’s been soaked in poison once, but that’s better than shining in the colors of the rainbow.

By the way, now that I look at it, the expression is a bit off too. Before it was a properly smiling face, but maybe because it’s brush strokes. It looks too grotesque.

“Was this the best you could do?”

“Isn’t it cute?”

It’s not cute, it’s a face that would make you scream if you saw it at night.

When I tapped it once more, a smiling mouth appeared. One corner of the mouth seems particularly raised. This must be intentional.

It was a grotesque design to the point where you’d naturally say it’s in really bad taste.

Well, but still. You certainly won’t be able to forget it once you see it.

“I added a lot functionally. From recognition reduction function that wasn’t in the 1st generation to voice modulation function. You must have had a hard time straining your vocal cords until now, right?”

“Well, yeah.”

I did deliberately lower my voice when talking. Sometimes I varied it by raising the tone of my voice slyly. But now I don’t need to go through such trouble. How fortunate this is.

“Plus now it can also create fake faces by appropriately absorbing surrounding data.”

It was an upgraded version of the shape-shifting skin mask I made. Unlike what I made, it perfectly reproduced even the tactile sensation.

The black particles that made up the mask in basic mode moved three-dimensionally according to the mode. I opened my mouth seeing the mask particles scatter and create a human face.

“This is really amazing.”

“Right? It’s a recently developed technology. The so-called infinity particles! The things you can do with this are endless.”

Ah, come to think of it, it wasn’t unfamiliar. Many products like bikes you can carry in bags came out using this. Though they were all discarded later when it was revealed that the durability wasn’t very good.

But for a mask… it’s certainly usable.

“If you make moving figurines with this, it would be really incredible.”

“Yeah…”

Anyway, now that it perfectly reproduces even the tactile sensation, it’s to the point where you’d be fooled even if you look closely or touch it.

Before it was just an optical illusion.

“Plus these particles will naturally cover the boundary lines of the neck and forehead.”

Certainly when I tried it on, there were hardly any awkward parts. There were many other functions too…

“Why on earth did you put a MacGyver knife function in the mask?”

“You never know. You might suddenly drop on a deserted island or in a Gate with just this mask!”

They say preparation is better than cure, but aren’t you preparing for too much? Professor Geum prepared 3 masks. Each had a special design built in to match the characteristics of the members.

Just as a smiling expression was drawn on my mask, Han Seo-hyeon’s had a skull, and Kim Jae-ho’s had ears and fangs drawn.

The skull is one thing, but what’s with the ears and fangs. There weren’t even eyes. At my gesture, Professor Geum rubbed his hands like a fly and said:

“That friend has a somewhat wild image, right? So I took the image from a wolf.”

“There are no eyes.”

“It’s a sleeping wolf concept.”

“Isn’t a wolf with open eyes better than a sleeping wolf?”

At my words, Professor Geum pouted. He snatched the mask from my hand and after fiddling with the machine a few times, he created eyes.

“I didn’t remove the eyes for no reason.”

“Wh-what is this.”

“Doesn’t it become too cute with eyes?”

It certainly was too cute. It reminded me of a puppy rather than a wolf. The eyes are unnecessarily sparkling like this.

“Who would make the eyes sparkle like this?”

“You see? Design isn’t something that just pops out perfectly when you input keywords. When you actually make it, the result often comes out different from what I thought.”

I finally proposed a compromise.

“How about drawing closed eyes? It looks strange with nothing at all.”

“Oh, that’s not bad.”

After tinkering a few times like that, the face of a wolf with closed eyes appeared.

Good, that’s the end of these three masks. Though Cha Song-jin weighs on my mind, I have the mask I used before, so I can put that on him in case of emergency.

What Professor Geum prepared wasn’t just masks.

“What’s that?”

“I was also concerned that you always dress casually, you know. Besides, wouldn’t it be good to have something like a uniform?”

The word uniform sent chills down my spine. Surely he didn’t prepare latex bodysuits? I had doubts for a moment, but fortunately the clothes Professor Geum handed over were ordinary black clothes.

If I had to categorize them, they had an appearance close to techwear. The design didn’t matter much, but I really liked that they were all black.

There were pockets and belts for weapons, and overall they had some roominess but the inner wear underneath fit snugly so the fit wasn’t bad either.

Certainly if we all wear this together, it might be quite good.

Compared to the past days when we just went out wearing clothes we wore at home, it certainly felt like something was coming together.

Plus a coat to wear on top. It was very welcome in this cold weather.

“Were you a coat person even if you freeze to death?”

“Well, do villains want to go around hot in long padded jackets?”

“I guess that would be a bit…”

That would be a bit much.

“Even though it looks like that, it’s clothes bought from a top-class armory and modified.”

“Why modify it, just give it as is.”

“Whaat?”

“I’m joking.”

If I tease him more, Professor Geum will get upset.

“Basically it’s waterproof, flame-resistant, and even has temperature maintenance function. Plus the durability is so good it’s bulletproof and knife-proof. Ah, of course it’s useless against magic-imbued attacks.”

Though it can’t withstand magic, it was amazing that it had defense to block bullets with a material that looks like cloth. He said he bought clothes from a top-class hunter armory, but it was almost artifact-grade.

“This alone must have been extremely expensive.”

“That’s right.”

To think he prepared three sets of these.

“Thank you.”

I readily expressed my gratitude. Professor Geum who smiled at my thanks handed me the last completed product from deep inside the box.

“And here.”

“This is…”

“What you asked for so earnestly.”

It was a smartphone.

“As you requested, I added a reception blocking function to all but one, but then there’s no point in it being a mobile phone.”

“There’s someone I want to contact one-sidedly.”

“Oh, I didn’t see you that way, but Kang Yi-sin is quite a bad person, huh?”

I frowned looking at Professor Geum who winked at me saying that. I don’t know how I should react.
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With restraints that prevented her from using her ability, Gemini gritted her teeth.

“If that bastard hadn’t run away, we wouldn’t be locked up here!”

Gemini firmly believed the reason they were locked up here was because Park Chun-tae, that son of a bitch, had escaped.

“Well, that’s true.”

Assembler’s voice was heard from behind the wall.

“We have to make them pay for locking us up in this damn prison.”

Though they were in separate rooms, they had no trouble conversing.

The three villains of the Top were immediately arrested as they were caught in the act, but the Awakener Crimes Department was in a quandary over their treatment. Unlike other villains, how to properly imprison them was a problem from the start, given their S-rank danger level.

Considering their dangerousness, it would be right to isolate all three separately, but the problem was that there weren’t many prisons that could safely hold the villains of the Top.

Thus, the three people could still communicate with each other and make plans to tear apart the traitor.

Now was the optimal time, with even the only guard here having stepped out under the pretext of using the bathroom.

“When I see that bastard again, I’ll burn his face first.”

“We should break his legs too. So he never dares to run away again.”

“Are you planning to keep him alive?”

“Yeah, since he has such an ability. We should use him.”

Trickster, who had been listening to Assembler and Gemini’s words, opened his mouth in a fierce tone:

“First think of a way to get out of here.”

His mood was terribly low after having the artifact covering his face taken away.

Gemini joked ‘It’s a prettier face than I thought’ after confirming his face full of scars, but Trickster’s anger didn’t subside at all.

At Trickster’s sharp voice, the two people’s voices stopped. It was the first time they had seen the usually smirking Trickster so cornered. Though the two would normally tease Trickster to death, it was difficult now.


Gemini tapped the wall and said:

“We can’t get out on our own. We can’t do anything as long as this damn necklace is around our necks, right?”

If it had been 8-star grade or higher, such tricks wouldn’t have worked. Gemini gritted her teeth.

This damn necklace greedily sucks up all the magic power in the body. Just sitting doing nothing drains all the strength from the body.

But they still had hope.

“The old man will come to save us.”

Gemini’s eyes burned.

“When we get out of here…”

Gemini who scratched the wall hard enough to break her nails smirked and said:

“Then I’ll kill all those Sirius bastards and these damn Awakener Crimes Department bastards first.”

* * *

Sirius’s affiliated hospital.

The man sitting in the middle of a luxurious private room let out an agonized groan. The name of the man whose entire body was covered in terrible burn scars was Han Ji-mu. Until a few days ago, he was a telekinesis ability user who was expected to belong to the first string that would lead Sirius along with Yoo Seon-je.

But now he was in terrible despair.

“Urgh, ugh.”

Han Ji-mu who held a mirror in his hand closed his eyes tightly, unable to bear looking at his face further.

“Why, why me…”

The face burned by Gemini’s magic power didn’t return even with top-grade potions. They said the face ruined by burn scars couldn’t be restored to its original state by any method.

“Fuck, this is no different from a monster.”

It’s not just the face that’s a problem. Even the hair roots were all burned away, leaving him practically bald.


“Haha! Hahaha!”

Han Ji-mu who burst into mad laughter threw the mirror. He couldn’t accept that the terrible monster he saw in front of his eyes just now was himself.

Han Ji-mu had fully utilized his handsome appearance until now. Sirius Guild, a handsome face. Even high potential talent. He thought heaven was blessing him.

But all of that flew away in an instant.

-Did you see Ji-mu’s face? Wow, what can you do about that?

-I know. If I imagine that happening to me, really…

-Honestly, I feel a bit pleased too? That bastard was too arrogant relying on his face. Did you hear he even hit on my girlfriend?

-Wow, really?

The day he heard the conversations going on behind his back, Han Ji-mu trembled in misery. The humans who didn’t even dare to look at him properly before were now gossiping about him.

But even hearing those words, he couldn’t do anything.

Because he was finished.

Though he wouldn’t be kicked out of Sirius since his talent was intact, he had to give up all the glamorous life he had enjoyed until now.

Unlike Yoo Seon-je, that is.

Yoo Seon-je.

Han Ji-mu bit his lip hard as he recalled that name.

Until now, he didn’t care much even if that guy ignored him. Because he thought he could catch up to that guy someday.

The noble Yoo Seon-je didn’t respond to any broadcasts or interviews. So he thought the day he would catch up to his popularity wasn’t far off.

Didn’t the public actually like him more?

But on that day, Yoo Seon-je’s and his lives completely changed.

The moment Gemini exploded the magic stone in her hand, Han Ji-mu was engulfed in flames. As he rolled miserably on the ground begging for help, what entered his eyes was Yoo Seon-je shining nobly.


The moment he saw Yoo Seon-je with blue pupils shining between blue flashing electricity, Han Ji-mu realized.

That he would never be able to catch up to that guy again.

Though he resented the villain who made his face like this, thinking of Yoo Seon-je’s noble face without even a speck of soot in that situation was just unbearable.

“I wish you’d be ruined a bit too, as much as I’m ruined.”

Wouldn’t that be fair?

The black soot that settled in Han Ji-mu’s heart that day started to spread gradually.

* * *

Returning to the base, I distributed the artifacts Professor Geum gave me to Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho. Cha Song-jin glanced at us and then went into his room. Well, there’s nothing for Cha Song-jin here anyway. I deliberately ignored it.

The new uniforms were well received, but the problem was the masks.

Han Seo-hyeon shouted at the three masks I took out in order:

“Why, why are there three masks?”

“Well, because there’s you, me, and Jae-ho, three people?”

“I absolutely hate it!”

“Come on, don’t be like that.”

I earnestly tried to persuade Han Seo-hyeon.

Do you know how many functions this has? I explained all the functions Professor Geum had explained to me one by one. There’s even a MacGyver knife! Han Seo-hyeon gaped in disbelief seeing the MacGyver knife popping out from the side of the mask.

“What are we supposed to do with a MacGyver knife attached!”

—In my opinion, that was bound to be a failing selling point.

‘You’re right.’

And there was another problem.

“Plus a skull?”

Han Seo-hyeon shuddered looking at the mask with a skull pattern drawn on it.

“You like skulls, don’t you?”

“I don’t particularly like them! Well, when I see a pretty skull I do think ‘How nice would it be to make that into a skeleton’, but that’s different from wanting to put it on my face!”

You think about making skeletons every time you see a skull? This skeleton contract addiction symptom is much more serious than I thought.

“My face is already known anyway, so there’s no need to wear something like this.”

“On the contrary, because your face is known, you should wear it. You’ve been using what I gave you a lot until now. There’s no need to think differently all of a sudden.”

Damn, I can’t persuade him rationally.

Then I have no choice.

I’ll have to use an ugly method.

“If you don’t like it, I can’t help it. I really thought it would be nice to wear masks together with you and do activities. Nevermind, it feels a bit awkward to ask you to match with me.”

—How ugly…

It’s ugly, but isn’t it an effective method? The effect of stimulating guilt was tremendous!

“Alright! I’ll wear it, okay?”

I smiled watching Han Seo-hyeon silently take the mask. See, wouldn’t it be better if you just wore it from the start!

Though the shape is a bit off, the functions are certainly good. Even if his identity has already been exposed, it’s a bit much to walk around with a bare face.

After handing over the mask, I took out the mobile phone at the bottom of the box.

“Seo-hyeon, this…”

“I just need to deliver it to that person, right?”

I nodded. Han Seo-hyeon who read my expression sighed deeply.

“If direct persuasion failed, will talking through a phone be of any use?”

“Urgh.”

I have nothing to say to that. As both I and Han Seo-hyeon expect, Jeong Ho-san won’t easily give up his stubbornness.

There’s only one way to break that guy’s stubbornness.

For me to give up Weltschmerz and quit everything I’m doing now.

But if I do that, the world will end, my friend. I forced a smile.

“…We need to clear up the misunderstanding at least. That guy thinks I’m in a kidnapped state now.”

At those words, Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulders shook. Seems he knows he did wrong.

“Alright, I’ll deliver it for now.”

“Okay.”

“I really hope that side listens to Boss’s words.”

“Yeah, I hope so too.”

* * *

“There’s nothing unusual here either.”

For the past week, Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san visited dozens of Gate generation sites. But there was no result. All the Gates had disappeared as reported.

“Well, if it was something that could be found so easily, there’s no way illegal Gate incidents wouldn’t have been revealed until now.”

“Yes.”

Seeing Jeong Ho-san’s somewhat unsatisfactory answer, Do Chae-hee turned her gaze to the side. Do Chae-hee who saw Jeong Ho-san looking lost in thought spoke to him:

“What are you thinking about so absentmindedly?”

“I’m sorry.”

“There’s no need to apologize, but… Can I ask what’s going on?”

To Do Chae-hee who asked him like that, Jeong Ho-san carefully opened his mouth.

“It’s about Weltschmerz. At first, Inspector Do Chae-hee actively pursued them, didn’t you? But these days it seems like you’ve completely taken your hands off them.”

At those unexpected words, Do Chae-hee blinked. Weltschmerz. Come to think of it, he asked about them recently too.

Instead of probing why he’s interested in them, Do Chae-hee slowly opened her mouth:

“I guess going through that incident last time made me understand Weltschmerz’s ideology a bit. I learned that the enemy inside is a bigger enemy for now.”

Do Chae-hee who said that clenched her fists and said:

“Of course if they’re in front of me, I’ll definitely catch them! But they’re a kind of vigilante group after all.”

“A vigilante group?”

“Yes. The Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk murder case too. Except for the auction incident, their message was always clear. They’ll become bad guys who catch bad guys, that kind of thing.”

Do Chae-hee who said that scratched her cheek and said:

“Of course I’m absolutely not advocating Weltschmerz’s methods. But…”

She ended up understanding their hearts a little.

“In that sense, I’m thinking of leaving Weltschmerz, them alone for the time being. The Awakener Crimes Department will search for them with full force even without me anyway.”

“They’re not such bad guys, is that it?”

“It might be a thought I shouldn’t have as a police officer, but that incident last time was a tiny bit comforting. Of course, I have no intention of relying on those guys again. My goal is to create a world where Weltschmerz doesn’t need to do such things.”

Though she called them a vigilante group, they are criminals. Do Chae-hee knew that relying on them was dangerous.

“Since you seem reluctant to talk about it, I won’t ask why you became interested in Weltschmerz.”

At Do Chae-hee’s consideration, Jeong Ho-san nodded with an awkward face.

Do Chae-hee who was looking at that sight with warm eyes shouted with enthusiasm:

“Then shall we go to Yangyang now? Today’s over if we just stop by there.”

Just as they were about to get in the car and turn on the navigation to the destination. Do Chae-hee’s mobile phone started ringing loudly.

“Ah, it’s a call from a former team member.”

Though Kim Yong-won was no longer Do Chae-hee’s team member after that day, he was still delivering news from the Awakener Crimes Department to her.

“What’s going on?”

It’s probably just trivial talk again. It was when she thought that and listened to the following words.

“What?”

The following words were very shocking.

“…Is, is that really true? No way.”

Jeong Ho-san just fidgeted with the seatbelt while examining Do Chae-hee who received the call with a pale face.

‘It seems like something serious happened…’

Even after hanging up the phone, Do Chae-hee still looked dazed.

“What happened?”

“A victim of Weltschmerz just entered the country at the airport.”

“What?”

“And that person who claims to be a victim, she’s just a 14-year-old girl. She says Weltschmerz killed her father…”

Do Chae-hee’s face who said ‘Haha, Weltschmerz? They might not be such bad guys’ just a little while ago turned bright red.
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Since we agreed to cooperate going forward, I passed the same mobile phone to Nam Ju-hyeon.

Apparently Nam Ju-hyeon was so startled to see an undead bird carrying the phone in its beak that she fell backwards, but fortunately she didn’t throw the phone away.

Anyway, I briefly explained the situation to Nam Ju-hyeon who received the phone via text message.

Only calling is prohibited, she can text this side as much as she wants. I also told her to leave a message if anything happens.

Though I told Han Seo-hyeon to monitor that side, it’s difficult to respond immediately if she enters a Gate or goes abroad.

While exchanging texts, I was able to hear about reporter Nam Ju-hyeon’s recent situation. She’s investigating the recent Sirius Department Store terrorism incident. She says she plans to cover various repercussions from this incident, I’m looking forward to what results come out.

I passed the information I knew to that side. Though I couldn’t reveal that Seol Rok-jin was behind this incident, it was enough to raise suspicions that the villains of the Top didn’t commit this act ‘just because’.

I glossed over saying I was there. Even if it’s Nam Ju-hyeon, I want to keep it secret that it was me who rescued the hostages.

—Why? Couldn’t you make your image better?

“Well, I don’t want Seol Rok-jin to know I interfered with his work. I don’t want to turn the villains of the Top into enemies either.”

I’m already on Seol Rok-jin’s bad side, imagine turning the villains of the Top into enemies too.

Nam Ju-hyeon is trustworthy, but there’s no need to say things that don’t need to be told.

I ended the conversation while cheering on Nam Ju-hyeon.

The problem is…

“Haah.”

I looked at the mobile phone after sighing. It’s time to contact Jeong Ho-san now.

I should stop dragging out time now.

I swallowed and immediately called Jeong Ho-san’s mobile phone. The call connected to Jeong Ho-san almost immediately before it even rang a few times.

[You!]

“Ah, hello.”


[How can you say hello?]

“Well, I’m doing very well. Absolutely no problems at all.”

[Is that all you have to say.]

Despite me saying I was safe several times, Jeong Ho-san seemed unable to believe my words. Well, it’s understandable to be suspicious since I was dragged away like that.

Still, it’s shocking that the notes I sent all this time had no effect at all.

[What exactly is your relationship with Weltschmerz?]

At those words suddenly striking at the core, I momentarily lost my words. Damn, how can you strike the crucial point like this!

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

[The people who took you away then were Weltschmerz.]

Though I tried to deny it belatedly after coming to my senses, it was of no use at all. As I expected, Jeong Ho-san had figured out everything.

This is all because Kim Jae-ho’s face was exposed.

This is why you should always wear a mask! It’s not for nothing that I’m obsessed with masks. This isn’t some magical girl show, just changing your hairstyle and clothes doesn’t protect your identity at all.

Anyway, I’ve been found out.

Though I expected this situation, I couldn’t find a suitable answer to this situation even at this moment while on the phone.

For now…

“So what.”

Let’s be shameless!

[You…]

At my shameless response, Jeong Ho-san couldn’t easily continue speaking.

What are you going to do! Unnecessary excuses will only stimulate this guy more. Today’s strategy is beyond just turning the tables, it’s the farter getting angry, it’s shamelessness.


If I can’t win with words, I’ll go with a mental attack.

—Is this right?

‘I have no choice.’

For now, I’ll just make his mind hazy with a mental attack and then gloss over it.

I’m not originally someone who lives like this, but since it’s an issue I can’t back down from, I have no choice.

Rather, it’s more of a problem if I come out serious here.

[Do you know what kind of guys Weltschmerz are while you’re there? No, why are you moving with those guys in the first place? What on earth did they say to lure you…]

But Jeong Ho-san, befitting someone with physical enhancement, quickly recovered his dazed mind. Ha, it’s words that would make someone who knows the truth laugh. Who lured me.

You still can’t think that I’m the person who created Weltschmerz. Well, someone who was just doing Gate mining work suddenly becoming the leader of villains who shake up Korea? Even I think it’s like an impossible fantasy novel.

“Well, there are many misunderstandings in the world, but those Weltschmerz people aren’t as bad as you think.”

[What? Do you know what Weltschmerz has done recently?]

Hmm, what did I do recently?

—Well, for reference, the most recent thing reported that Weltschmerz did was tearing Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk to pieces.

At Ray’s words, I bit my lip hard.

Certainly, it’s not the timing to say ‘they’re not such bad guys’.

“Well, let’s move past such trivial matters.”

[Trivial matters! You’ve really been influenced badly being there.]

Influenced badly. He sounded like an overprotective parent thinking ‘It’s not that our child is bad, they just met bad friends and were influenced badly’. But as is usually the case when those words come out, and as in the current situation…

“I’m not influenced badly. I’m the bad one.”

The cause of all these incidents is me.


Jeong Ho-san seems to think he can separate me and Weltschmerz, but that’s impossible.

Because I am Weltschmerz, and Weltschmerz is me.

[Haah, Yi-sin. You seem to think of those guys as some kind of vigilante group, but that’s absolutely not true. Your thoughts will change if you know this fact too.]

“No matter what I hear, my thoughts won’t change.”

[Recently a girl who lost her father to Weltschmerz entered the country from China.]

“Huh?”

[The Weltschmerz you follow so much are terrible criminals who killed the father of a barely teenage girl and ran away to Korea!]

At those words, I made a stupid sound.

“Eh?”

To me who couldn’t continue speaking out of shock, Jeong Ho-san poured out words.

[Everything they’ve shown until now must have been all pretense. They killed the father of a child barely over 10 years old, and just abandoned that child. That’s the true face of the Weltschmerz you follow so much!]

No, this is too much as I listen. Who are you making out to be such trash!

“Maybe that child’s father was a bad guy who was better off dead?”

And then a terribly awkward silence flowed through the receiver.

[What?]

I made a mistake.

[Hey! Kang Yi-sin! What are you saying! You, staying with villains! What on earth are you saying? What? A bad guy better off dead?]

“Sorry, uh, the signal… Uh, I can’t hear you well?”

I hung up the phone and scrunched my face.

Fuck.

Ah, I was too flustered and said something I shouldn’t have.

But there was a bigger problem right now.

To think Xie Haozhu came all the way to Korea to find me.

Goosebumps rose all over my body.

* * *

Immigration officer Kim Young-eui smiled looking at the girl peeking her head out of the counter.

A round face with round eyes. She was a cute girl who would naturally be called adorable. Though she was quite tall, her features were round so she looked young.

Though the repetitive work couldn’t be enjoyable, she still forcibly pulled out the kindness buried deep inside every time she saw young children.

“Passport please.”

At those words, the girl fumbled around and took out her passport from her bag. The passport was very clean, as if it was newly made.

Nationality: China, name: Xie Haozhu. Age: 14 this year. It was her first overseas trip, let alone visiting Korea.

Kim Young-eui looked behind the girl, but there was no one who looked like a guardian.

“Did you come alone?”

At those words, Xie Haozhu tilted her head. Kim Young-eui nodded seeing Xie Haozhu looking at her with a puzzled face.

Well, entrants who can’t speak Korean were common.

“Why did you come to Korea?”

It’s a typical immigration inspection question. Many people couldn’t answer this either, but the girl in front seemed to have prepared in advance as she started clearly stating her reason for coming to Korea.

“My father, murderer, to find.”

The problem was that the reason was quite strange.

“Um, what did you say?”

Did she mishear? She thought she just heard the word murderer.

At Kim Young-eui’s words, Xie Haozhu clearly said once again:

“My father’s murderer. Came to find.”

Though the pronunciation was awkward, she understood clearly this time.

“Huh.”

And at those words, Kim Young-eui lost her words. Kim Young-eui just sweated profusely at the girl’s nonchalant expression as if asking what’s wrong.

“Just who is this murderer of your father…”

“Weltschmerz.”

And at that name, Kim Young-eui’s eyes widened.

“Weltschmerz, in Korea. Right?”

At that name, Kim Young-eui realized this was an issue she couldn’t handle on her own.

The immigration officer immediately handed the girl over to the police connected to the airport.

The girl named Xie Haozhu didn’t seem to understand what was happening to her at all, but the impact of the name she mentioned was tremendous.

A girl who seems to know about Weltschmerz, appearing just when police across the country are going crazy trying to catch Weltschmerz.

‘Maybe we can catch Weltschmerz.’

The stubbly-bearded man sitting in front of her smiled deeply and said:

“Hello, little one. My name is Song Cheon-gil. I’m the leader of Team 2 in the Awakener Crimes Department.”

* * *

Though I heard that Xie Haozhu had entered the country, I hid that fact for now. There were various reasons, but the biggest one was that I wanted to avoid Han Seo-hyeon’s nagging.

Thump thump thump. Until Han Seo-hyeon approached with an angry face and showed me his smartphone, my strategy was going very well.

“Huh?”

Seeing the words [Breaking News], I slowly read the rest. After confirming the whole article, I closed my eyes tightly.

‘To think it even made the news, this leaves no room for excuses.’

Because I had committed the nonsensical act of assassinating a current member of the National Assembly, Weltschmerz was receiving tremendous attention.

In the midst of that, a ‘victim’ of Weltschmerz appears.

The news was full of that story.

Ha, at this rate. After checking the article, I forced a smile and said:

“Haha, a 14-year-old girl. Though she looks like that, she must be quite old, but looking at it like this makes me look like a real bastard, doesn’t it?”

“I told you so!”

Even my joke couldn’t reverse the atmosphere. Seeing Han Seo-hyeon rushing at me like a yaksha, I turned my gaze elsewhere.

“Well, let’s see. What did you say back then?”

“I told you why make enemies unnecessarily! Why!”

I knelt down and sat demurely in front of Han Seo-hyeon. At times like this, just apologizing outright is the best.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think she would really come all the way to Korea to find me! I didn’t know it would make the news like this either. Huh? They’re publishing articles before even confirming the facts. This is the problem with our country’s media, right?”

Even if she came, I thought she would sneak in through illegal immigration, not boldly take a plane and say at the immigration desk that she came to find her father’s murderer.

I’m a victim here too.

Yeah, that’s right.

“Is that all you have to say?”

—What’s the use of just kneeling demurely! Your mouth is as unrestrained as ever.

At Ray’s words, I bit my lip hard.

Damn, did I make another mistake? How dare I again?

No matter what I say, this is a fight I can’t win. The mistake has already been made, now it’s time to clean up.

At that moment, Kim Jae-ho said with an indifferent face:

“We should have killed her back then too.”

“Eek!”

Cha Song-jin’s face turned pale hearing those words. Then he slightly distanced himself from Kim Jae-ho.

It seemed like he had just started to get comfortable with us recently, but it’s all for nothing now.

I jumped up from my seat.

“Haha, though things have turned out like this, it’ll work out somehow.”

“Haah, work out somehow? What exactly are you planning to do?”

“Well, first we need to find out information.”

I poked Han Seo-hyeon’s side and said:

“So where is Xie Haozhu now?”

Han Seo-hyeon glared at me.
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Xie Haozhu narrowed her eyes looking at the man sitting in front of her.

“Sa Ho-ju? That’s your name, right?”

The name of the man who said that was Team Leader Song Cheon-gil. He was a police officer belonging to the Awakener Crimes Department. Next to him was an interpreter who would translate all conversations between the two.

Xie Haozhu who received Song Cheon-gil’s words frowned and corrected the man’s words.

[Xie Haozhu. My name is not pronounced ‘Sahoju’.]

Xie Haozhu said her name and closed her mouth again. She didn’t understand why she had been brought here.

I wish they would just leave me alone.

The interpreter next to her didn’t know what to do with her uncooperative attitude.

“Okay, Ms. Xie Haozhu. You said you came here to get revenge for your father. Is it correct that the target is Weltschmerz?”

At those words, Xie Haozhu shrugged her shoulders. As if asking why are you asking that.

[It’s better to answer properly.]

At the interpreter’s words, Xie Haozhu frowned. She really didn’t understand why everyone was making such a fuss.

“Weltschmerz are now wanted criminals publicly for allegedly assassinating a current member of the National Assembly in Korea. If you know anything about them, you need to say it. Otherwise, you could be deported from Korea?”

Song Cheon-gil’s words were conveyed directly to Xie Haozhu who didn’t understand Korean. So they’re saying they’ll kick me out if I don’t spill everything properly.

He has a dirty personality as dirty as his ugly face.

Xie Haozhu who folded her arms said:

[I already said everything. Weltschmerz’s Shen killed my father. I came to Korea to get revenge on that enemy. That’s all.]

[Shen? Is that his name? Shen?]

At the interpreter’s excited face, Xie Haozhu narrowed her eyes. What’s with these people.

[You didn’t even know that person’s name?]


You guys don’t know anything at all? A dumbfounded look appeared on Xie Haozhu’s face. By the way, I thought the name had spread around since he confidently told me his name.

‘Did he only tell me?’

Xie Haozhu bit her lip at an inexplicable tickling feeling.

[What Chinese characters are used for Shen?]

At the interpreter’s words, Xie Haozhu raised her eyebrows.

[He’s mine.]

The interpreter’s expression hardened at Xie Haozhu’s words. The rude tone aside, the content was strange. The interpreter who barely collected herself organized Xie Haozhu’s words.

[…Does that mean you want to catch that person yourself?]

[Yes, I’ll kill him with my own hands.]

The interpreter was startled at that fierce tone. She heard she was a 14-year-old girl. What on earth is this spirit. Before the surprised interpreter could continue speaking, Xie Haozhu said with a resolute attitude:

[Anyway, so I can’t tell you anything about him. He’s mine and I’m going to kill him myself.]

The interpreter hesitated for a moment. Wondering if she should convey these words as is to Team Leader Song Cheon-gil. But the reason she came here today was for accurate interpretation. She couldn’t hide or conceal the content.

Song Cheon-gil who heard those words let out a hollow laugh.

“Huh, I knew from her coming to Korea alone. This young lady is no joke. But you know, reality isn’t so easy.”

The interpreter conveyed Song Cheon-gil’s following words:

[Ms. Haozhou, you’re only 14 years old. I understand your desire for revenge, but realistically there’s nothing you can do. Team Leader Song Cheon-gil here has been chasing Weltschmerz for a long time. If you pass on the information you know, it will be a great help in catching Weltschmerz.]

At those words, Xie Haozhu’s lips twitched. There was a lot she wanted to say, but not much she could say.

‘Who do you think you’re calling a child!’

She had only nodded when told they would get an identity matching her appearance, but now she was irritated at suddenly becoming a 14-year-old kid.

She couldn’t insist she was an adult with this underdeveloped body, but still, 14 years old?


Moreover, to say there’s nothing she can realistically do. If she wanted to, she could crush and kill the man in front of her or the interpreter next to her who was grating on her nerves.

The only reason she didn’t was one.

She was afraid that if she made a big fuss, that fox-like guy would get scared and run away somewhere. He’s mine. He killed my papa, so it’s only natural that I take his life with my own hands.

Xie Haozhu looked at the gruff-looking man in front of her. Hand Shen over to a guy like that?

Absolutely not.

The interpreter who observed Team Leader Song Cheon-gil’s expression carefully continued speaking:

[If you don’t cooperate, you could be deported from Korea.]

At those words, Xie Haozhu frowned deeply.

[Go ahead, deport me.]

[Didn’t you spill about Weltschmerz’s crimes at the immigration inspection to ask for help from the Korean government?]

At the interpreter’s question, Xie Haozhu scrunched her face.

[Well, they asked why I came to Korea. They said to speak honestly at the immigration desk.]

If I had known it would turn out like this, I wouldn’t have said anything about Weltschmerz even if I died.

Rather than having Shen taken away by that guy, being deported would be better. I can just enter Korea another way. I got caught this time because I stupidly spilled everything, but next time I’ll be more careful.

‘Is this why everyone lies.’

Xie Haozhu, who had never felt the need to lie until now, learned. That you shouldn’t spill everything too honestly.

The interpreter looked at the stubborn Xie Haozhu with a troubled face and asked:

[Are you really choosing to be deported?]

[Yes!]

[Even though you might not be able to return to Korea after being deported?]


[I’ll just find a way somehow.]

[Ms. Haozhou, illegal entry is much more difficult than you think. Besides, turning the Korean government into an enemy is not a good idea.]

At the interpreter’s words, Xie Haozhu swung her feet while keeping her arms folded.

Though she said it boldly, Xie Haozhu actually didn’t want to be kicked out of here. Because she had spent all her assets to come to Korea.

After the collapse of the Red Society, it wasn’t easy for her, who looked like a young girl, to earn money. To come this far, Xie Haozhu had to empty the pockets of people around her, and that wasn’t a very good experience. (tl/n: previously was translated as “Anti-Society”)

But still…

[I absolutely won’t say anything about Shen.]

But she couldn’t bear to see Shen fall by other people’s hands, not her own.

Catching him, taking his life. It was all her share.

Because she survived for that, because she endured and endured to come this far for that.

Because he told me to wait, and told me to come find him. It’s not something for someone like you to interfere with.

Song Cheon-gil sighed looking at Xie Haozhu who buried her back into the chair as if saying screw it.

“Haa…”

Team Leader Song Cheon-gil jumped up from his seat.

“Okay, it seems like there’s no use talking any more today.”

Team Leader Song Cheon-gil shrugged his shoulders and said to the interpreter:

“Just feed her and put her to bed early today. We’ll have to talk again tomorrow.”

The interpreter nodded with a pale face.

As soon as he came out, Team Leader Song Cheon-gil scrunched his face deeply.

All he could think about was cigarettes.

“I thought this would go easily, dammit.”

How delighted he had been at the news that there was a Chinese girl mentioning Weltschmerz whose identity no one knows.

It was the only moment to dig into Weltschmerz’s past that no one knows, but the witness he thought could be easily persuaded firmly closed her mouth.

Team Leader Song Cheon-gil frowned and clicked his tongue.

She’s just a 14-year-old girl after all.

“Let’s see how long she can hold out.”

* * *

That story was fully conveyed to Seol Rok-jin.

“A girl who knows Weltschmerz’s identity.”

Though Weltschmerz grew into Korea’s most recognizable villain in just one year, no one knew their past. Even the villains of the Top said they didn’t know his past.

So Seol Rok-jin had even thought that perhaps a huge guild was connected behind them.

But a ‘Chinese’ girl who knows his past.

“So he was Chinese?”

A 14-year-old girl from China. And the name Shen. It felt like a puzzle that hadn’t been solved was being solved.

If Weltschmerz’s leader wasn’t ‘Korean’ to begin with, so it was impossible to find information about them in Korea. Everything makes sense.

Though all they found out from Xie Haozhu’s uncooperative attitude was the name Shen, that was a big harvest too.

“She might know a lot besides the name.”

The problem is that she has no intention of opening her mouth willingly…

But to Seol Rok-jin, that was a very trivial problem.

“It wouldn’t be bad to meet her once.”

Seol Rok-jin smiled, smirking.

* * *

The dark web was very excited.

「Title: Weltschmerz Actually Chinese?

So they were Chinese lol. What they do after committing crimes in China and coming to Korea: Assassinate a member of the National Assembly?

What the hell are they doing」

The comment reactions were also crazy. Not a single person thought of me as Korean. They were all worked up unable to eat me, calling me Chinese or Korean-Chinese.

It’s unfair. I’m quite patriotic in my own way.

「Title: Reason Why Weltschmerz is Really a 10-Year-Old Brat

(victim_photo_taken_at_airport).jpg

Making a child like this an orphan; As expected of a heartless Chinese;」

Because Xie Haozhu’s age on her ID was 14, I was being severely criticized on the internet. Since I had committed so many acts until now, even my past deeds were dragged out and hung in the marketplace.

I’m sure I did good things too, but somehow all my good deeds were completely buried.

No, everything else aside, why do they think I’m Chinese?

「Title: Isn’t Weltschmerz Obviously Korean?

Totally patriotic Speaks Korean well Mainly active in Korea

Look at how they deliberately caught and killed a bad assemblyman

Aren’t they really a patriot?」

I logged into the dark web and defended myself. But no one listened to my words.

After confirming the comments that started to be filled with Number One Taiwan and Tiananmen stories, I closed the window.

Damn it. At this rate, my nationality will be completely preserved as Chinese.

Sure enough, crime wikis already had posts saying Weltschmerz’s leader could be Chinese.

Can they spread such false information so boldly?

It was extremely unfair.

‘Well, I don’t care what happens to my nationality, but Xie Haozhu being handed over to the Awakener Crimes Department is a big deal.’

Xie Haozhu knows my face. If she cooperates, it’s only a matter of time before my composite sketch is spread across Korea.

—All the various excuses we’ve made to maintain anonymity under the mask have become useless.

‘The composite sketch hasn’t been spread yet! It’s still okay for now, still okay.’

Han Seo-hyeon who saw me fidgeting opened his mouth with a thud:

“But that person, I don’t know what she’s thinking, but she seems to be very uncooperative. Everyone thinks she’s keeping her mouth shut because she looks like a child on the outside, but that’s not it, right?”

“It would be a big deal if she blabbed about me and the Awakener Crimes Department caught me. What Haozhou wants is to catch and kill me herself, right?”

“How can you say such things so nonchalantly!”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I scratched my head.

“Anyway, this is a big problem.”

The people of the Awakener Crimes Department will persistently dig into me. Because it’s the only chance to catch the culprit who assassinated a member of the National Assembly. They say Xie Haozhu is firmly keeping her mouth shut now, but I know someone who can open her mouth regardless of her will.

Yes, this is the problem.

I hardened my face and said:

“Seol Rok-jin might target Xie Haozhu.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon scrunched his face.

“What?”
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“The Awakener Crimes Department is under Seol Rok-jin’s control now. That means Seol Rok-jin can enter there anytime and meet Xie Haozhu.”

And the Seol Rok-jin I know will definitely go to meet Xie Haozhu in person.

Now that even the terrorism operation has failed, there’s nothing more certain to reverse the atmosphere than holding onto Weltschmerz’s ankles and biting.

For that, accurate information about Weltschmerz is needed, and ta-da! A girl who says she knows about Weltschmerz’s past appears? Plus what? Those 10-year-old brats of Weltschmerz killed that girl’s father?

“Not just extracting information through brainwashing, he could also create bad public opinion about Weltschmerz by brainwashing Xie Haozhu.”

If he makes Xie Haozhu do an interview saying ‘Those guys cruelly killed my papa’, Weltschmerz’s image is finished.

Yeah, it can’t be helped. Well, it’s an unavoidable thing. This is the only way to protect my identity and our image.

“Just what are you thinking?”

“Hmm, thoughts you’d really hate if you heard them?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon jumped up from his seat.

“I hate it! Don’t do it! Stop it! Whatever you’re thinking, forget it!”

“Just listen for now.”

Han Seo-hyeon glared at me and said:

“It’s obvious what you’re going to say.”

“Ah, have I been so predictable?”

“Put your hand on your conscience and think about it.”

“Well, unfortunately my conscience isn’t something visible…”

—It should be roughly on the left side of your chest, so you can put your hand there.

‘Damn, unnecessarily cooperative.’

I put my hand roughly on the left side and said:


“No matter how I think about it, it would be better to go rescue Xie Haozhu. Okay, I’ve thought about it with my hand on my conscience and reached the same conclusion.”

“You just said your conscience isn’t visible so it’s difficult!”

“Well, I managed to reach a dramatic compromise with my conscience.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon raised and lowered his fist. If he wasn’t possessed by an evil spirit, it was clear that extreme anger was controlling Han Seo-hyeon’s body.

Han Seo-hyeon who exhaled sharply growled looking at my face:

“I knew you’d be like this! Who’s rescuing who! That person came all the way to Korea to kill you!”

“Well, we just need to not meet face to face, right?”

“Whatever! Why do we have to save someone who’s our enemy?”

At that question, I shrugged my shoulders and continued speaking:

“It would be troublesome for me if Xie Haozhu spills everything to Seol Rok-jin. I’m just trying to help because of that. It’s absolutely not because I’m worried about what would happen if Xie Haozhu is brainwashed by Seol Rok-jin and her life is ruined.”

“Really…”

Han Seo-hyeon who sighed deeply clutched his head. He wanted to vehemently refute my words, but it was performance art coming from being unable to refute.

“And after going to such lengths to keep her alive, it would make me feel bad if that happened…”

“Ah, really!”

Han Seo-hyeon trembled her fist looking at my head. If I move my mouth a little more, that fist will fly at my head. I quickly closed my mouth.

“Is there any reason we need to save her? That woman is super strong. Won’t she get out on her own if it becomes dangerous?”

“Well, that’s in the past. She’s probably quite weak now. Besides, where Xie Haozhu is now is the Awakener Crimes Department, right? They’ll detain her right away if they find out she’s an awakener.”

It might be possible for the Xie Haozhu of the past, but unless she ‘deals’ with the system anymore, Xie Haozhu is at best about 6-star grade now.

If she plans well and targets weaknesses, it wouldn’t be difficult to escape from inside the Awakener Crimes Department, but she’s too weak to cause a ruckus.

‘If she gets really angry, she might come out even if it means making a deal…’


The problem is that Seol Rok-jin is more likely to go meet Xie Haozhu before that.

“So we need to get that person out as soon as possible, even just one day earlier.”

“Urgh. I really hate it to death, but we have no choice.”

Han Seo-hyeon said that and sat down on the sofa with a gloomy face. Having overcome the biggest hurdle, I turned my head towards Kim Jae-ho and Cha Song-jin.

Cha Song-jin’s shoulders shook greatly as he met my eyes.

“W-why are you looking at me?”

It’s already too late to try to distance himself like a third party.

“You have to come too.”

“W-what? Me?”

“Well, did you think we’d leave you alone here?”

It’s an operation where Han Seo-hyeon, of course, Kim Jae-ho, and I all have to go out. We can’t leave Cha Song-jin here alone. Since he’s always thinking about running away.

“I-I absolutely won’t run away.”

“You don’t think I’ll believe those words, right?”

Cha Song-jin hung his head low as if giving up at my resolute words. Hmph, does he think someone will pity him for acting like that.

As if giving up on staying here at my resolute attitude, Cha Song-jin nodded his head slightly. Then he asked this:

“S-so we’re not going to kill that girl, but to save her, right?”

“Why would I kill Xie Haozhu?”

“W-well, because you killed that girl’s father…”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, I clicked my tongue.

“I killed him because he deserved to die.”


At my statement, Cha Song-jin’s face turned pale again. Oops, I almost repeated the conversation with Jeong Ho-san.

“That bastard was trying to use his own daughter as a tool for his power.”

“R-really?”

“Yeah.”

Thinking about it again, I have no regrets about killing that bastard. Even if Xie Haozhu resents me for life.

“The problem is that she’s intent on repaying kindness with enmity.”

Han Seo-hyeon said that while frowning. I shrugged my shoulders at those words.

“She loved even such a trashy father.”

“That’s why I said not to do it!”

Han Seo-hyeon doesn’t seem to understand, but it couldn’t be helped. Because I knew a life where you need to think about revenge just to survive.

I didn’t want to take away the goal of revenge from her either. I can’t really die for her, so I’ll avoid Xie Haozhu with all my might.

Cha Song-jin asked me with a face that didn’t understand at all:

“You’re going to rescue someone who’s trying to kill you?”

“Yep.”

At my answer, Kim Jae-ho asked:

“Can’t we just kill her?”

“No!”

I hit Kim Jae-ho’s head. The kid’s been influenced strangely!

Ray who heard my words said:

—He’s not influenced, he’s just like that.

‘Don’t hurt our kid’s feelings, I’ll sue you.’

—What lawsuit!

Anyway, that’s how our great operation to rescue Xie Haozhu began.

* * *

Han Seo-hyeon muttered curses inside. Though he had come this far, he was still angry.

To think we have to go rescue a woman who came to kill Boss.

He really couldn’t understand why he cared so much about that woman.

He knew Boss was quite sentimental from before, but…

‘Even if we save her now, she’s someone who will come to kill Boss later.’

He agreed that we need to get that woman out of there since Seol Rok-jin might come, but he was still skeptical about whether we really need to keep that woman alive.

‘Should I just kill her secretly.’

He said she’s not as strong as before now, so maybe he could do it himself.

How about a scenario where ‘an accident happened while trying to rescue her and she died by mistake’?

But what if Boss finds out that fact?

What if he hates him because of that?

He couldn’t take such a risk.

Han Seo-hyeon sighed. Kim Jae-ho next to him blinked.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.”

Right now Weltschmerz was divided into two teams.

The ‘Operation Team’ that would infiltrate the Awakener Crimes Department building and divert Xie Haozhu, and the ‘Standby Team’ that would assist the Operation Team from the rear, or rather, essentially slack off.

The Operation Team had Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho. The rear Standby Team had Kang Yi-sin and Cha Song-jin. Since all the plans were made before coming here, there was essentially nothing for the Standby Team to do except monitor Cha Song-jin.

Han Seo-hyeon checked the information flowing in through the sand.

“Hmm.”

“Can I go?”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded. As soon as Han Seo-hyeon nodded, Kim Jae-ho melted into the shadows right there.

Watching Kim Jae-ho advancing forward without hesitation, Han Seo-hyeon focused his mind.

The place where Xie Haozhu was confined was a sleeping room inside the Awakener Crimes Department building.

Perhaps considering Xie Haozhu’s age, the interrogation time was only about 3 hours a day.

For the rest of the time, Xie Haozhu rested comfortably in the sleeping room of the Awakener Crimes Department prepared in advance. Perhaps in consideration of her confinement, they placed things like a TV and books in the sleeping room, but Xie Haozhu didn’t touch any of them.

Instead, she constantly trained herself.

‘For revenge, I guess.’

Not liking it at all, Han Seo-hyeon lightly clicked his tongue. Han Seo-hyeon controlled the sand he had spread. The black sand that seeped in through the ventilation ducts stuck to the CCTV on the wall and covered the screen.

Meanwhile, Kim Jae-ho who infiltrated through the shadows went straight into the security room. By the time the people in the security room noticed Kim Jae-ho’s appearance, it was already too late.

Kim Jae-ho knocked out the people in the security room with precise punches. While tying up the hands and feet of the unconscious people with cable ties prepared at his waist, Kim Jae-ho opened his mouth:

“Security room, infiltrated.”

[Yeah, you didn’t kill them, right?]

At Boss’s voice coming through the radio, Kim Jae-ho nodded.

[You need to answer verbally.]

“Oh.”

[Okay, just smash anything you see there and come out.]

“Okay.”

As Boss said, Kim Jae-ho roughly punched the things inside. The fragile machines soon broke. Kim Jae-ho asked, leaving behind the smoking machines:

“What should I do now?”

[Move to where I guide you.]

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho hid his body between the shadows once again.

* * *

“Good, it’s going smoothly.”

I nodded at Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho’s reports coming through the radio. It seems the operation to rescue Xie Haozhu was progressing safely and well.

With perfect information power and perfect stealth cheats, there’s no way the operation could fail. That’s right.

Even Cha Song-jin, who I brought along afraid he might run away, seemed to have accepted his situation and was obedient, so there was no need to worry.

—As you said, the security of the Awakener Crimes Department is at a miserable level.

‘Because they’re diverting the budget for the Awakener Crimes Department here and there. But it being this lax is because essentially all the usable personnel were drafted to the villains of the Top side. Plus today is the day of public interrogation of the villains.’

Executives, police officers. They all headed that way. It’s not for nothing that we set today as the execution date.

‘With those two, it seems like they could safely break through no matter what state the Awakener Crimes Department is in.’

—Yeah, your kids are great.

‘Of course. Hehe, I raised them so well.’

Thanks to that, I just need to sit quietly on my butt in this safe place and then go home.

I thought so leisurely until figures who shouldn’t be here appeared before my eyes.

I narrowed my eyes looking at two people standing far behind the Awakener Crimes Department building. The moment I confirmed the identities of the two people after gathering magic power in my eyes, I gaped widely.

Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee.

What on earth are those two doing here?

* * *

“You said there’s a girl here who knows a lot about Weltschmerz.”

“Yes, but they say she’s being uncooperative and not saying anything at all.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Jeong Ho-san carefully asked:

“Is it really okay for me to meet her?”

“The fact that girl is confined here is illegal in the first place. So us meeting her briefly shouldn’t be a big problem.”

The one who tipped off the two today was Kim Yong-won. The executives are all away today to interrogate the villains of the Top. If we miss this chance, who knows when we’ll get another opportunity to meet that girl.

“The problem is that girl is not cooperative at all.”

“But I think if we sincerely ask, it will work.”

Originally Jeong Ho-san would have balked at breaking the law, but today was different.

It must mean he’s that desperate for information about Weltschmerz.

‘He still hasn’t told me why, but.’

But he’ll probably tell me with time. Do Chae-hee muttered that internally and shrugged her shoulders.

“Then let’s go.”
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Seeing the two people trying to enter the Awakener Crimes Department building, I jumped up from my seat. I couldn’t let those two go inside there.

“Damn it. Stay here. Don’t think about running away.”

I put the mask I had brought in advance on Cha Song-jin.

“W-why the mask…”

“Stay still.”

I wasted time because he struggled. I grabbed Cha Song-jin’s chin and turned it this way and that. Good, I put it on perfectly.

Cha Song-jin was startled at suddenly having a mask put on.

“D-did you just put a mask on my face? Wh-what are you trying to do?”

“This is near the Awakener Crimes Department’s base. The villains of the Top might be around too. So we need to hide your face.”

“Eek!”

There was a high possibility they would come here to rescue the villains here. So protecting Cha Song-jin comes first.

I tapped the mask Cha Song-jin was wearing to make a face appear. It should be fine since it’s a moderately ordinary face when seen from afar.

“Just stay here for now.”

“Stay still…”

After saying that, I quickly came down the slope while wearing my share of the mask.

I couldn’t let them meet Jeong Ho-san and the kids like that. Especially when they’re already having strange misunderstandings.

—It’s not really a misunderstanding, is it?

‘It is a misunderstanding.’

I drew up magic power and moved my steps following Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san along the slope while hiding my body.

The two were trying to enter through the back of the Awakener Crimes Department.


I frowned looking at Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee. Why did those two come here?

To enter the Awakener Crimes Department? Was there a reason it had to be today, at this time?

Really bad luck.

I took out the radio.

“How’s it going there?”

[It’s going well without any problems. How about there?]

“Well, there’s no problem at all here.”

Except that Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee are about to approach the building you’re in.

—Wouldn’t it be better to just speak honestly?

‘If I do that, they’ll probably abandon everything and come to meet me.’

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho infiltrated the front side of the Awakener Crimes Department building. This was the completely opposite side, so if we do well, we might be able to hide that Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee came here.

‘I’ll reveal it when the Xie Haozhu rescue operation is completely over.’

Nothing has happened yet anyway. Thinking that, I glanced back slightly.

“Damn it.”

Cha Song-jin had disappeared.

[What? What happened?]

“No, it’s nothing.”

[When Boss says that, something has definitely happened.]

This is why sharp kids are!

“I think we need to change the rendezvous point a bit.”


[What on earth happened?]

“You can tell where I am with the ring, right?”

[Boss.]

“See you later.”

I quickly cut off communication.

—From my perspective, it seems like you’re testing how to make Han Seo-hyeon angry.

“Then should I speak honestly? I lost Cha Song-jin while being distracted?”

I grumbled while coming down the slope.

—Didn’t he run away using his ability?

“No, he probably didn’t do that.”

Even if he ran away using his ability, the place he’d arrive is our base.

As if proving my words, Cha Song-jin’s traces remained intact on the hill.

The snow that fell recently became Cha Song-jin’s downfall.

“Where is there a person who runs away leaving footprints like this?”

I sighed at Cha Song-jin’s actions. Even if he hates us, still. Running away without any plan.

—What are you going to do?

“I have to go catch Cha Song-jin.”

Cha Song-jin has come to know too much. To begin with, I gave him too much information thinking I’d bring him to our side…

It’s a sorry thing to say to Cha Song-jin, but now he’s become someone who absolutely can’t be let go without proper measures.

—What about your friend?


“Hmm.”

I glanced back slightly.

“I’ll have to hope the kids finish their work as quickly as possible and come out.”

* * *

“Huff, huff.”

Cha Song-jin ran frantically while exhaling rough breaths.

He had to escape from here.

The Weltschmerz he saw was a bit different from the villains widely known to the world, but they were still guys who could kill people if things went wrong.

He didn’t know when they might get rid of him because they didn’t like him.

‘I can’t trust those people.’

This is the Awakener Crimes Department. No matter how much Weltschmerz they are, they can’t cause a commotion here. …Probably.

‘I don’t want to be dragged around by villains anymore.’

Life at the Weltschmerz base wasn’t that bad. That was the problem. Compared to staying at the Top before, that life was like heaven, and without realizing it, he thought ‘This might be okay’!

Maybe that’s a plot Weltschmerz devised.

Don’t they want to become the same side like this gradually? After making him get attached like that, they’ll make him do terrible things.

By that time, no one in this world will believe Cha Song-jin’s words.

You’re the same guy too! You lived well there, and now you say you’re different from those guys? Lies!

They would surely say such things.

Weltschmerz’s leader said he would let him go someday, but Cha Song-jin didn’t take those words literally.

It’s Weltschmerz, not anyone else.

‘Even teaching me English recently is suspicious. Are they trying to sell me to a foreign country?’

Plus, he had come to know too much. To the point where he thought they wouldn’t let him go willingly. Being sold as a foreign slave, or being brainwashed to become Weltschmerz, or disappearing without a trace at some point.

No matter how much he racked his brains, those three were the only futures that came to mind for himself, and Cha Song-jin didn’t like any of the three.

So he had to run away.

‘Let’s run away to a safe place for now.’

Since he changed his face too, the villains of the Top probably won’t recognize him.

How long had he run like that.

“Wait a moment!”

At the voice calling him from behind, Cha Song-jin turned around while panting.

* * *

It was just when he put his hand on the back door of the Awakener Crimes Department building. Jeong Ho-san frowned at the sound reaching his ears.

“Didn’t you just hear a strange sound?”

“A strange sound?”

Jeong Ho-san turned his head back. When he enhanced his hearing by raising his magic power, that sound was heard a bit more clearly. The sound of someone breathing anxiously and running away from something at full speed.

“You said there are absolutely no passersby near here, right?”

“Yes. The Awakener Crimes Department building itself prohibits civilians from entering.”

At those words, Jeong Ho-san narrowed his eyes.

It might be nothing, but he didn’t want to ignore the unsettling feeling.

But if not today, at this time, it might be difficult to meet Weltschmerz’s witness.

But if someone really needs help…

Jeong Ho-san stopped his momentary hesitation and lowered his hand that was on the doorknob.

“We should check it out first.”

Do Chae-hee nodded at Jeong Ho-san’s words. Jeong Ho-san led Do Chae-hee to where the sound was coming from. How long had they walked like that.

They could find one clearly imprinted footprint. The moment he discovered that footprint, Jeong Ho-san increased his speed.

“Hey, wait a moment.”

When Jeong Ho-san called out like that, the man was startled. It was an ordinary face that looked to be in his 30s.

“Where on earth are you going?”

At Jeong Ho-san’s question, the man’s lips trembled. As if he wanted to say something.

At that moment, Do Chae-hee who appeared from behind shouted in a sharp voice:

“That’s the fifth fake face Weltschmerz’s leader wore!”

The misfortune that befell Cha Song-jin was that the person he encountered there happened to be Inspector Do Chae-hee who once persistently chased Weltschmerz.

* * *

And I, who saw the meeting of those three in real time, closed my eyes tightly.

I just took my eyes off those three people for a moment, why are those three like that?

‘This world clearly hates me.’

—Well, your misfortune is truly amazing to the point where it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say you receive the hatred of the whole world.

‘Would it hurt to say it’s not like that?’

Do you have to say things that turn my insides even at times like this! It’s not helpful at all.

—You said it with your own mouth.

Ray who clicked his tongue asked:

—What are you going to do?

‘There’s no choice now that it’s come to this.’

I drew up magic power.

A huge ice wall rose up between Jeong Ho-san, Do Chae-hee, and Cha Song-jin.

* * *

Xie Haozhu rolled her eyes lying in the room. The three hours a day she was held by the man called Song Cheon-gil were unpleasant, but the rest of the time spent like this was truly boring.

‘When are they going to let me go.’

Weltschmerz must really be great villains, as the man was tormenting Xie Haozhu who wouldn’t cooperate at all every day. She was gradually getting tired of his attitude that seemed like he wouldn’t let her go for life until he got the answer he wanted.

‘I wish they would just deport me.’

He threatened to deport her if she didn’t cooperate, but when she actually kept her mouth shut, he confined her in this narrow room instead of deporting her. With no way to escape.

Xie Haozhu decided to endure for now.

She didn’t want to cause trouble in Korea she had just entered.

Papa taught her that she shouldn’t cause trouble just anywhere. She learned it’s better not to use abilities when there are many people watching.

If she really wanted to use her ability, she had to make sure to handle it so no witnesses remained.

‘Can I do that?’

Since stopping the deal with God, the power that overflowed from her body disappeared without a trace.

It became impossible to do things like erasing a building with a little swing of her fist, or crushing annoying things at once like before.

Is that why?

Sometimes, very rarely, she thought about dealing with God again.

But every time, what appeared before her eyes was that man smiling with his eyes curved like a fox. Worried she might forget even a little about that man, Xie Haozhu always shook her head at God’s questions.

But she can’t keep staying like this forever.

‘What should I do.’

What should she do.

Xie Haozhu rolled around on the bed at things not resolving easily as she thought.

Maybe just one day, just one day would be okay to hand over to God.

As she continued pondering like that, a note fell in front of her.

Xie Haozhu frowned at the beautifully folded note. A note flying in from somewhere suddenly? She carefully unfolded the note.

「It’s been a while.」

Seeing the writing in that note, Xie Haozhu opened her round eyes wide. Xie Haozhu who held the note jumped up from her spot.

There was no mark at all on the small note barely the size of a palm. But Xie Haozhu knew this handwriting. It was exactly the same as the handwriting of that sentence that came up clearly even with her eyes closed after reading it hundreds, thousands of times.

“Shen!”

Xie Haozhu shouted his name like a scream. Xie Haozhu who got up from her spot examined the ceiling where the note fell from. Black sand that flowed out through the gaps started to gather at her feet.

And a black wagtail popped out from between those sand clumps. Seeing the wagtail, Xie Haozhu opened her eyes wide.

[Shen, is it you?]

The bird flapped its wings towards her as if telling her to follow.
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The bird flew towards the tightly closed door. Xie Haozhu was about to say it was locked, but as if by magic, the tightly closed door opened by itself.

Xie Haozhu carefully poked her head out the door following the wagtail. The surroundings were quiet.

As if in a dream world, there was no sign of life.

The wagtail flapped its wings towards her at the end of the corridor. As if telling her to come out of the room and follow it quickly.

[Well, fine.]

Xie Haozhu immediately kicked the door open and came out. She didn’t want to be confined here for long anyway. She had just been quiet because she didn’t want to cause trouble, but hadn’t she been thinking she needed to escape from here someday?

She was just curious.

[Did that person send you?]

The author of the note was definitely Shen.

It’s been a while, and what else?

[Is that all you have to say to me?]

As if in answer to that, before long a second note placed on the floor caught her eye.

Xie Haozhu quickly reached out and picked up the second note.

「Have you been well?」

The affectionate tone made her angry. Is he still trying to play with her? Your kindness to me was just a lie. It should be a lie.

She could just tear up this kind of note. But Xie Haozhu absolutely couldn’t do that.

Like the pebbles in the fairy tale Hansel and Gretel, a note appeared one by one in front of Xie Haozhu each time she walked.

Xie Haozhu picked up the white notes placed on top one by one while walking along the path made of black sand.

「I didn’t know you’d come all the way to Korea to find me.」

「But you got involved with bad people.」


「Something bad will happen if you stay here.」

His words in the notes still contained affectionate concern for her.

A person who had no right to be affectionate dared to be affectionate.

And the wagtail’s guidance was like that too. The CCTVs that would capture her image were covered, and all the locked doors were unlocked.

There was no one blocking her way either.

This building that had been like an iron fortress tormenting her for days had somehow become a miserable cage that even a child could easily escape from.

[So what, are you saying you came to rescue me? Then you should appear in front of me directly, not with these notes.]

As if in answer to that, the next note appeared.

「I’m sorry I can’t appear in person.」

「But you know.」

Will you be waiting for me at the end of this path? The thought she had when she first picked up the note was trampled by the next note.

「Because I can’t die by your hands yet.」

At that note, Xie Haozhu laughed as if dumbfounded.

[Looking at this, it really seems like you want to die by my hands. When you have no such intention, when you don’t have the courage to come meet me. With that attitude, why did you come to save me?]

Xie Haozhu who said that wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. This isn’t tears. It’s just water flowing because I’m angry, yeah. That’s right. There’s no way I’d cry because of someone like you.

At some point, far enough away that the prison-like building was no longer visible.

The wagtail sat on the last note and then disappeared.

As if this was the journey permitted to it.

Xie Haozhu sensed this was the last note Shen had sent.

「So until next time, stay healthy.」


A selfish person to the end.

[Is there a next time for us?]

Xie Haozhu clenched her teeth holding that note. She absolutely couldn’t forgive the man who had stirred up her heart like this once again.

When she finally managed to compose her emotions and got up, she felt a presence behind her. What appeared in front of Xie Haozhu who turned her head was a woman panting.

“N-nice to meet you!”

Nam Ju-hyeon shed tears while forcing a smile at the girl looking at her with a fierce expression.

“I’m N who will help you settle in Korea!”

Damn it, I shouldn’t have joined hands with those Weltschmerz bastards.

* * *

Han Seo-hyeon, who safely handed over Xie Haozhu to Nam Ju-hyeon, turned on the radio.

“Boss, we’re done now.”

But there was no answer from the voice over the radio.

“As expected…”

Han Seo-hyeon clenched his fist. Something definitely happened earlier! It’s not nothing!

“This guy really!”

“Still no contact?”

“Yeah! I really won’t let him off this time.”

At those words, Kim Jae-ho asked slyly:

“Should I punch him once?”

At those words, Han Seo-hyeon glanced at Kim Jae-ho’s fist. He wanted to ask him to hit just once, but Kim Jae-ho’s fist…


‘It’s not human.’

If he gets hit by something like that, Boss’s height will shrink by 5cm. Because his neck will dig into his body.

“Never mind, I’ll just scold him a bit.”

“It doesn’t seem like it’ll work with words.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Han Seo-hyeon closed his eyes tightly. Though his thoughts were the same, he still couldn’t discipline him with beatings.

“No, should I really hit him just once?”

“Let’s hit him just once.”

“Haah… I’ll really kill him if he’s hurt again somewhere.”

I’ll kill him even if he’s not hurt. I’ll kill him anyway. Han Seo-hyeon who suppressed the murderous intent rising from inside drew up black magic power.

The location of the ring on Kang Yi-sin’s finger started to be clearly drawn in his mind.

“Let’s go catch him for now.”

“Okay.”

The two people’s figures disappeared in an instant.

* * *

‘Ugh!’

How did things end up like this.

I quickly ducked my head avoiding the incoming fist. There was a sound of the air being torn with a whoosh. If I had been hit properly, my ribs would have broken right there.

Jeong Ho-san was throwing punches at me without any hesitation.

I succeeded in intervening between Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san and rescuing(?) Cha Song-jin, but the problem was that Jeong Ho-san started rushing at me.

“Weltschmerz!”

If this were the PoXmon world, Jeong Ho-san’s name would definitely be Weltschmertzmon. It’s certain seeing how he’s been repeating only the word Weltschmerz since earlier.

Do Chae-hee who’s fiddling with her gun as if ready to shoot at any moment is a problem, but more than that, Cha Song-jin trembling behind me unable to even think about running away is a bigger problem. If only he would go somewhere far away, I could at least distance myself and run away! He’s just frozen stiff and can’t do anything!

I panted after barely avoiding the fist flying at me. Ray cut in as if frustrated:

—What are you doing not using your ability?

‘What if he gets hurt if I do that!’

The only techniques I’ve learned are ones aimed at people’s lives. I only have serious full power punches! At this rate I’ll end up like a clumsy trainer who kills the PockeX by mistake while trying to catch PoXmon!

—What’s this PoXmon thing you’ve been using as an example?

I had no time to respond to Ray’s words as I had to roll on the ground. Jeong Ho-san’s fist pierced through the space where I had been just a moment ago.

Fortunately, thanks to the mask that Professor Geum had properly upgraded, Jeong Ho-san couldn’t recognize me even though we exchanged punches up close several times.

“Where is Kang Yi-sin?”

He’s not recognizing me too much!

“If you can’t answer, step aside, I’ll ask that person.”

The ‘that person’ Jeong Ho-san was referring to was Cha Song-jin who had frozen behind me.

The problem is, because he’s too nervous, his expression and gestures have stiffened so much that it’s become a pose saying ‘Hey hey, if you want to talk to me, defeat my subordinate and come’.

‘At this rate he’s completely become a provocation scarecrow!’

The already serious mode Jeong Ho-san seems to have gotten about 5% stronger.

Of all people to run into. I clicked my tongue.

I want to get out of here right away, but it was nearly impossible to distance myself while not hurting Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee.

I have no choice but to buy time until Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon come.

I clung to Jeong Ho-san’s clothes as he tried to push me aside. But that was only for a moment. His hand blade flew at my wrist.

“Kuh!”

Didn’t it have a knife-proof function! The impact wasn’t reduced at all. The wrist bone cracked from the collision just now.

I quickly drew up magic power. My wrist bone was regenerating, but Jeong Ho-san was still fiercely driving me back.

“I have no business with you. So let me go. I said I have something to talk about with that person.”

And a fierce hook came in. It was a hook in a state where he was stuck close to me, so there was no space to avoid. I raised my forearm to defend. Though I deflected the attack, there was an ominous sound from my forearm this time too.

“Ugh.”

My bones are breaking every time we collide. Is this human!

He’s become much more of a monster than at the academy. I tried to grab Jeong Ho-san’s ankles by moving the soil, but the mound of earth just collapsed with one stomp of Jeong Ho-san’s foot.

—My goodness, what strength…

‘Jeong Ho-san is still staying at 6th grade because of lack of experience.’

If he had accumulated a little more experience, Jeong Ho-san would have risen to 7-star grade. Though his potential is A-grade talent, Jeong Ho-san always drew out more than his potential through bone-grinding training.

It’s not for nothing he was counted among the top prospects even at Babel Academy.

Physical enhancement was one of the talents easily underestimated. I’ve seen many people sneer that it just makes the body a little stronger.

There are actually people who fit that evaluation.

But Jeong Ho-san was different.

Because Jeong Ho-san knew how to handle his body perfectly.

“Kut!”

The mask I had just received was almost turned to powder. I quickly ducked my head. While ducking, I stretched out my leg aiming for his lower body.

But as if he had predicted my movement, Jeong Ho-san kicked off the ground and rose into the air. And immediately after, a descending kick.

Jeong Ho-san’s foot was so fast that the air time was almost zero.

An ordinary person would have had their spine broken in two by him here, but I barely avoided him. I didn’t dodge by seeing the movement, but by predicting it.

It was a technique I often used at the academy too.

The problem is that my movements will be familiar to him too.

So I need to move as un-me-like as possible.

I desperately imitated Kim Jae-ho’s movements. Since I had learned his movements by clashing bodies with him several times recently, the imitation wasn’t difficult.

But imitation is just imitation. At this rate, my body will turn to powder faster.

I grabbed the dagger strapped to my thigh and threw it.

—Didn’t you say earlier you didn’t want to hurt him?

‘This is trust dagger throwing.’

—Don’t attach the name trust to strange things!

‘This is ‘I knew you would dodge it’ dagger throwing.’

—That’s the same thing!

As I expected, Jeong Ho-san caught the dagger without difficulty. And he threw it back at me.

No way.

—Is this trust dagger throwing too?

‘No!’

Damn it. I almost got a hole in my chest. The dagger that grazed my body stuck into the tree behind.

Now that I look at it, though he threw it towards me, the dagger was aimed precisely at Cha Song-jin behind.

Is Cha Song-jin okay?

—He’s not hurt! It just grazed him.

‘Grazed?’

Blood was flowing from Cha Song-jin’s shoulder. Cha Song-jin was placing his hand on his shoulder with a dazed face.

Oh no, Jeong Ho-san pounced on me as my attention was drawn to Cha Song-jin. We punched each other frantically. While rolling on the ground, I took several hits from Jeong Ho-san.

Each time, my breath was choked and groans leaked out. He’s just ridiculously strong. I almost lost my mind from the pain.

‘But he’s still controlling his strength.’

—This is controlling his strength?

If Jeong Ho-san had hit me seriously, I would be coughing up blood and rolling on the ground by now.

Jeong Ho-san who got on top of my body grabbed my collar. I raised my hands to try to remove his hands, but soon my wrists were grabbed and slammed to the ground.

“Kuk.”

As I barely exhaled while pinned under him, Jeong Ho-san stared intently at my face. What he’s seeing is probably a black mask with nothing drawn on it, but it was a persistent gaze as if looking directly at the face under the mask.

He placed his hand on my mask. No, not that. I tried to shake my body to shake him off, but it was futile.

Eventually the mask covering my face fell to the ground. My bare face was fully exposed.

“Y-Yi-sin?”

He let go of my collar with a shocked face after confirming my face. My body fell to the ground with a thud.

“Haa, haa…”

He was trembling his hands with a face full of shock.

“H-how are you, here…”

“Of course I should come when our boss is here.”

“You.”

At that moment, black sand engulfed Jeong Ho-san’s face.

“Uck!”

When Jeong Ho-san was flustered by the sand engulfing him, I pushed him away and stepped back.

“You really can’t take your eyes off him.”

It’s the appearance of the eagerly awaited savior.

“Wait, wait! Don’t run away! Please talk to me!”

Our eyes met through the sand. Jeong Ho-san was looking at me with a face as if he had been betrayed.

Run away, run away.

I realized from his words.

Perhaps our fates were decided like this from the moment we encountered each other in front of the illegal Gate.

“I’m not running away, I’m going back.”

That’s right.

I had a place to return to.

I turned my gaze towards Cha Song-jin. Han Seo-hyeon who noticed my gaze pulled Cha Song-jin with sand.

“The place I need to be is by those people’s side.”

While Jeong Ho-san’s attention was drawn to the sand, I created a huge stream of water dividing me and Jeong Ho-san.

“Ugh.”

My whole body ached just from momentarily diverting magic power to call forth the water stream. Sand supported me as I staggered.

After regaining my senses, I immediately changed the water stream to ice. A huge ice wall. Even Jeong Ho-san won’t be able to break it easily.

I asked Han Seo-hyeon while hiding behind the ice wall:

“Where’s Jae-ho?”

“Here.”

I grasped the hand sticking out of the shadow and nodded towards Cha Song-jin.

“What are you doing, let’s go home right now.”
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After safely returning home, I grabbed my side. Urgh, folding space to move put quite a strain on my body. It felt like the bones I had just mended were aching again.

“That bastard’s hand is hot.”

To begin with, a few of my ribs were broken. It was unreasonable to recover in such a short time.

Seeing me like that, Kim Jae-ho raised and lowered his fist for some reason.

“Should I hit him once…”

“What did you say?”

I tried to get closer to hear what on earth he was saying, but Han Seo-hyeon blocked Kim Jae-ho’s front.

“What was that just now! Why was Boss’s friend there?”

“Well, it just happened?”

“It just happened?”

“Don’t you meet enemies while walking on the road, and friends who believe I’ve been brainwashed by villains? Anything is possible since the earth is round.”

“Wow!”

Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with a dumbfounded face, but I went on shamelessly. Plus I really didn’t know Jeong Ho-san would come there, and if I say I got like that while trying to catch Cha Song-jin who ran away, Han Seo-hyeon might beat up Cha Song-jin.

‘It’s better to just let me take the scolding and end it.’

To change the subject as well, I opened my mouth.

“What about Xie Haozhu?”

“I safely guided her to the destination.”

“I see, no one was seriously hurt, right?”

“Jae-ho hyung safely knocked everyone out, so don’t worry. No one was hurt.”

I nodded at Han Seo-hyeon’s curt response. Though he speaks like that, I believe he handled the work neatly.


“Come to think of it, what about my mask?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon took something out with a thud and threw it to me.

“I was going to leave it behind, but I thought you might make another one if I left it…”

“Thank you!”

To think he took care of my mask in the meantime. As expected of Han Seo-hyeon.

“Good. Everyone did well. Applause!”

I said that, but no one clapped. Kim Jae-ho clapped belatedly, but my mood was already ruined by then.

“Now everyone rest. Do what you need to do.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon immediately said grumpily:

“You’re running away because you don’t want to talk about that friend, right?”

I felt stung. But I deliberately opened my mouth shamelessly.

“What are you saying. You really have a lot to do. Jae-ho needs to do his homework, and you said you were going to refine your skeleton more. Didn’t you say you’d look into how to modify bones into weapons.”

“Ugh, that’s true, but! You can’t just gloss over this incident like this… Jae-ho hyung, wait! Where are you going?”

“Homework.”

Following Kim Jae-ho who silently left to do homework at my words, Han Seo-hyeon had no choice but to head to his room too. Good, I got rid of the nagging one. I said to Cha Song-jin who was left awkwardly in the living room:

“You go do homework too. I’ll check tomorrow.”

I staggered as I moved. Well then, shall I go to my room and focus on recovery now. I had some thoughts to organize too.

As I was about to enter my room like that, someone grabbed me.

It was Cha Song-jin.

“W-why didn’t you say anything?”


“About what.”

“That I ran away…”

“Ah, that.”

The answer is simple.

“Because there was no need to say it.”

“What?”

“Even if I said it, you and Seo-hyeon would have just fought, so why bother?”

There was no need to intervene unnecessarily when I was already tired.

“Aren’t you angry? Y-you got hurt like that because of me…”

At those words, I tilted my head.

“Is there any need for me to be angry?”

That’s right. Is this something I need to be angry about?

Cha Song-jin is not ‘us’ anyway. He’s someone who will leave this place someday.

“You’ve always wanted to run away from us. I can’t blame you for seizing the opportunity when you found a gap.”

If we’re being honest, Cha Song-jin was staying here unwillingly, and he didn’t hide that fact. Rather, he kept telling me. That he wants to leave this place.

“So there’s no need to be angry. If anyone did wrong, it’s me for giving you an opening… Well, anyway, it’s fine.”

Even if this gets known, Han Seo-hyeon will explode at me. Well, I’ll pass on that. So let’s just keep it a secret.

“But I’m the one who disobeyed your words…”

Despite my explanation, Cha Song-jin was still hesitating and looking at my expression. I don’t understand what the problem is at all. Should I say it more clearly?

“You need expectations and trust for feelings of betrayal to arise. I had no expectations for you, so I have no regrets. Do you understand?”


“Uh…”

“I’m the one who said you could leave this place anytime if you could, right?”

So there’s no reason to be angry. Because I said those words.

At my words, Cha Song-jin bit his lip hard. I don’t know why he’s making that expression.

Isn’t it right to be happy if I don’t get angry?

I patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder.

“But as you saw this time, acting like that is dangerous in many ways. If you want to leave, do your homework diligently first. When all preparations are done, I’ll let you out even if you say you don’t want to leave.”

* * *

After Kang Yi-sin went into his room, Cha Song-jin was left alone in the living room.

Though it had been so noisy just now, the living room soon became quiet. In that silence, Cha Song-jin quietly chewed over the words Kang Yi-sin had said.

That you need expectations to feel betrayed. So there’s no need to be angry at your actions.

There was really no regret at all visible on Kang Yi-sin’s face as he said that.

Only then did Cha Song-jin realize.

He didn’t know because he had been vaguely inside Kang Yi-sin’s ‘line’ since first coming here. Though he said later ‘you don’t have to join Weltschmerz’, Kang Yi-sin was still kind to him.

But not anymore. Cha Song-jin had somehow become a person outside the ‘line’.

If something happened to Han Seo-hyeon, Kang Yi-sin and Kim Jae-ho would go crazy.

But if something happened to Cha Song-jin?

These people would probably just click their tongues once.

Because Cha Song-jin is nothing to them.

Didn’t he feel it when he saw them happily sharing uniforms last time?

‘Right, this is correct. I’m not in any relationship with these people…’

Though it was clearly himself who pushed them away, what is this strange feeling? Cha Song-jin sat on the sofa and rubbed his strangely tingling chest.

It’s strange, I should be glad he’s not getting angry. Yeah, until just now I was worried about what would happen to me, but it’s totally to my advantage that he’s just letting it go like this.

Even muttering like that, Cha Song-jin’s heart was still turbulent.

“By the way, what terrible manners, really.”

I’m older, but he keeps speaking casually until the end.

“Really, what, doesn’t have expectations, what…”

Cha Song-jin quickly wiped his eyes.

The reason Cha Song-jin’s eyes became hot that day was all because Kang Yi-sin had terrible manners. Really.

* * *

As soon as I entered the room, Ray spoke up slyly:

—Were those words to that guy sincere? That you had no expectations.

“Well, yeah.”

At first, I had quite high expectations for Cha Song-jin. No, rather than expectations, it was a misunderstanding.

“Given his circumstances, I thought he would gladly want to become Weltschmerz like Seo-hyeon and Jae-ho. I foolishly misunderstood.”

Isn’t it normal for an ordinary person to be wary of me, of us? It’s not common for someone to want to become a villain because they have nowhere to go or their circumstances are difficult.

“He says he doesn’t want to become a villain even if he dies.”

Right, normally people don’t think about wanting to become villains just because they have nowhere to go.

It’s not that Cha Song-jin is strange, but Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho are special.

Anyway, now that I’ve realized all that was my misunderstanding, I don’t intend to put unnecessary pressure on Cha Song-jin.

“I’m just going to think of him as a guest who will stay on our side for a while and then leave.”

We won’t meet again after this is over anyway.

“I think acting like this will make him feel more comfortable too.”

—Hmm, well, do as you like.

Somehow Ray didn’t seem satisfied with my answer, but it can’t be helped. Now that things have turned out like this, we can only try to get along as best we can.

—By the way, was it right to entrust Xie Haozhu to Reporter Nam?

“I thought it was the best option when making the plan, but thinking about it again, it seems more fitting to call it the lesser evil rather than the best.”

Still, we can’t just abandon her on a mountainside after going to the trouble of rescuing her.

Whatever Xie Haozhu’s actual age is, her apparent age is only mid-teens.

What if some weirdo targets her?

“If that happens, Xie Haozhu’s personal information will be posted on the public wanted list before long.”

—So that’s what you were worried about.

“Well, though she’s weakened, she’s still strong. I should worry about the civilians.”

Even if she regained her emotions and memories, Xie Haozhu was still a dangerous person since her terrible growth process doesn’t just go away. Hmm, she might be no different from a walking killing machine.

—This, shouldn’t we worry about Reporter Nam?

“Still, Lee Hye-won is with her too, and I thought she’d be better than Professor Geum…”

—It just sounds like you abandoned her without any thought.

“It’s not abandonment. It’s foster care. Besides, who do you think is providing their activity funds? This is a legitimate request, a request.”

—It’s probably a threat disguised as an order.

Urgh. Well, I did ask in a somewhat desperate tone because I really wanted her to help with this…

“But it was still a request.”

—It was a threat. Shall I recite the messages you wrote verbatim? ‘If you want to receive this month’s activity funds, you’d better listen to me obediently.’, ‘Don’t forget that I know all your information…’.

The words that followed were too much even for me to hear.

“Okay, it was a threat.”

I finally raised the white flag to Ray.

—Anyway, what do you plan to do after entrusting her like that?

“I asked them to persuade her to return to China if possible, but…”

Now that she knows I’m in Korea, she probably won’t go back easily.

“Well, I guess I’ll just tell her to try living diligently without being killed for now.”

I casually sent a text message to Reporter Nam.

「Fighting ^^」

* * *

Nam Ju-hyeon quickly handed over the letter given to her by Weltschmerz’s leader to Xie Haozhu who was glaring at her.

Xie Haozhu expected something from that letter, but there wasn’t much content. At best, it could be summarized as ‘The woman in front of you will help with your life in Korea’.

Half anger at being toyed with and disappearing again, and half anger at daring to entrust her to the woman in front of her. But Xie Haozhu suppressed her anger. Because if she killed the woman in front of her, she felt like her connection to Shen would be cut off.

[What’s your relationship with Shen?]

Xie Haozhu’s face as she said that was truly like a yaksha. Nam Ju-hyeon who was completely terrified by the murderous gaze trembled and said:

“Oh my! Of course, you’re speaking Chinese.”

The problem was that these two people’s languages were different.

[What are you saying, you can’t speak Chinese? What on earth did Shen trust about this woman to entrust me to her?]

“Haha, oh my! I don’t understand a word you’re saying at all. Ni chi fan le ma?”

[What are you saying, is that a curse?]

Reporter Nam Ju-hyeon brought out the Chinese she knew, but unfortunately her Chinese with poor tones didn’t work. At that moment, Lee Hye-won stepped in as Nam Ju-hyeon’s relief pitcher.

[It’s not a curse. She was curious if you had eaten and was trying to ask.]

Nam Ju-hyeon gaped at the smoothly flowing Chinese.

“H-Hye-won! You can speak Chinese?”

“Yes. By the way, it’s better not to say that as it can be rude to Chinese people. You memorized it because the pronunciation is similar to a curse, right?”

Nam Ju-hyeon closed her mouth, stung by those words. It was right on target. For reference, the only Russian Nam Ju-hyeon could say was spasiba.

“I’ll interpret, so you can speak comfortably.”

“Th-thank you.”

With Lee Hye-won’s help, Nam Ju-hyeon was able to converse with Xie Haozhu.

When she insisted that she had no connection to Weltschmerz at all and that she too had come here after being threatened, the murderous intent disappeared from Xie Haozhu’s face.

When she conveyed that all they asked for was Xie Haozhu’s settlement in Korea or return to China, Xie Haozhu cursed and shouted that she would absolutely not return to China.

[I’m going to stay in Korea no matter what!]

At those words, Reporter Nam Ju-hyeon shed tears internally. In the end, Nam Ju-hyeon had no choice but to take Xie Haozhu to her lodgings.

Nam Ju-hyeon who silently gave everything to her was only able to exhale after Xie Haozhu fell asleep.

“By the way, you’re really amazing. I didn’t know you were so good at Chinese. Are you hiding anything else?”

Lee Hye-won was none other than the right-hand woman of Sirius’s vice guild master. It meant she wasn’t just excellent as a hunter.

“Chinese, Japanese, English are my specialties. I can do simple conversation in Spanish too.”

Nam Ju-hyeon’s mouth opened at those words.

“G-good heavens!”

She was a more incredible talent than expected.

“W-why didn’t you say that until now? If I could speak 5 languages, I would have introduced myself in 5 languages every day even if no one asked.”

“What? Why bother…”

Nam Ju-hyeon slapped her forehead looking at Lee Hye-won tilting her head.

“This is why geniuses are!”
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When the Awakener Crimes Department people belatedly realized there had been an intrusion, Xie Haozhu had already disappeared without leaving any traces.

At first they thought it was Xie Haozhu’s solo action, but soon the existence of accomplices started to be revealed.

The CCTVs that were recording at the time of the incident had black powder stuck to them, leaving no usable footage, and the security artifacts installed in the security room were severely damaged by someone.

And the security guards who should have grasped the situation best were all found unconscious with their hands and feet tied. The common statement was that they lost consciousness due to something that suddenly rushed in. Even if they had seen something in the process, everyone at the scene said they saw nothing.

Now, 3 hours after Xie Haozhu’s disappearance, Seol Rok-jin who received all this information smiled.

His plan to personally visit Xie Haozhu this evening and extract information about Weltschmerz from her collapsed like this.

“No evidence, no witnesses. So you don’t know anything? I didn’t expect to hear such words when an important witness disappeared from the Awakener Crimes Department headquarters.”

“W-we’re sorry!”

They were truly useless people.

“So you have no idea who the culprit is?”

“W-we’re estimating it’s probably not Weltschmerz, but…”

“Estimating means you’re not certain after all, right?”

“W-we’re sorry!”

“Ah, the same words again. Even apologies become tiresome to hear if they’re too cliché.”

Well, actually Seol Rok-jin had the same thoughts about the culprit. The only ones who could do such a thing were Weltschmerz.

Who else would repeatedly block his path like this?

The fact that they didn’t leave unnecessary victims and only extracted Xie Haozhu also lent weight to the speculation that those who committed this act were Weltschmerz.

‘It was the same with Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk. They didn’t touch the bodyguards.’

They were truly ambiguous guys. Seeing how they’ve committed murder without hesitation until now, they don’t seem to have an aversion to killing. Yet they deliberately spare innocent people.

‘Do they really think of themselves as vigilantes or what?’


Isn’t it ridiculous? Self-proclaimed villains acting so naively. But they probably dealt with Xie Haozhu for sure.

‘If they spared even that girl, that’s not naive but stupid.’

Even if this fact is reported as is, Seol Rok-jin can create the picture he wants. Incompetent Awakener Crimes Department, Weltschmerz who ruthlessly disposed of even a 14-year-old child who came for revenge for her father.

But somehow that picture alone seems bland.

So it would be better to add some prettier touches.

Seol Rok-jin’s pupils turned yellow.

* * *

The next day, Cha Song-jin burst into the living room making a fuss.

“Did everyone see the article? Th-this article here!”

Han Seo-hyeon who was in the kitchen quickly snatched the tablet from Cha Song-jin’s hand. What is he thinking using this as a hostage?

“Who gave you this?”

“Jae-ho, Jae-ho…”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon immediately glared at Kim Jae-ho.

“Hyung!”

Kim Jae-ho blinked as if asking what’s wrong.

“What if he writes something asking to be saved somewhere with this!”

“Ah.”

“‘Ah’ is not it! Now Weltschmerz is in great danger because of your hasty judgment.”

At Kim Jae-ho’s dumbfounded words, Han Seo-hyeon pounded his chest. Really, both Boss and Kim Jae-ho. If they’re villains, they should act like villains, why are they so lax?

But despite Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho still had a proud expression.


“Don’t worry. I know that much too. Hey, what did I say I’d do if you do anything strange?”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Cha Song-jin said with a pale face:

“Y-you said you’d kill me.”

“See!”

At Kim Jae-ho’s proud expression, Han Seo-hyeon sighed.

“…Haah.”

He still didn’t like that he lent the tablet PC, but if Cha Song-jin really causes trouble, Kim Jae-ho probably won’t leave him be.

“What article did you see to make such a fuss?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin’s face turned red.

“By the way, Boss is one thing, but you’re much younger, how dare you speak casually…!”

Cha Song-jin quietly lowered his gaze at Han Seo-hyeon’s glaring eyes. They say kids these days are scary, and it was really scary. Instead of Cha Song-jin who didn’t seem to have any intention of answering, Han Seo-hyeon checked the article on the tablet PC himself.

“Ah. Looks like that guy caused trouble again.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s nonchalant words, Cha Song-jin gaped.

“Th-that’s it?”

“What else? What other reaction should I have?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s question, Cha Song-jin stammered:

“Well, that we were framed. Or that those bastards wrote such an article about something we didn’t do. I thought you’d say something like that.”

The article Cha Song-jin saw contained Weltschmerz’s crime at the Awakener Crimes Department. More precisely, about the murder case they claim Weltschmerz committed.

“Y-you didn’t kill anyone there yesterday. Right?”

As far as Cha Song-jin knew, Weltschmerz didn’t kill anyone in yesterday’s Xie Haozhu escape operation.


He heard Kang Yi-sin say it directly, and there were no blood stains or blood smell on the Weltschmerz members he met that day.

If Weltschmerz had committed the massacre there as reported in the photos, their clothes couldn’t have been so clean.

What does that mean.

“This is a false accusation.”

“So what.”

But contrary to Cha Song-jin’s expectations, both Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho were very nonchalant.

“Aren’t you angry?”

“This isn’t the first or second time this has happened, why would we be angry?”

“What?”

Cha Song-jin opened his mouth in surprise at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. Saying this isn’t the first or second time. Does that mean they’ve been falsely accused like this many times?

“Don’t tell me everything that’s happened until now was all fake news like this…”

“No, we did kill quite a lot…”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin closed his mouth with a pale face.

‘I can’t ask what’s real and what’s fake!’

Kang Yi-sin who came out to the living room belatedly also checked the article and said with an unconcerned face:

“Ah, another false accusation? It’s even getting boring now. Seems like they’ve run out of ideas.”

It was as if he knew who framed them for this incident.

“Who framed us?”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, Kang Yi-sin answered:

“It’s obvious, someone who wants us to become national bastards.”

And those words weren’t helpful at all. So who is that? Kang Yi-sin patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder and said:

“It’s no use knowing.”

“Urgh! But I’m so curious.”

Cha Song-jin muttered like that, but no one seemed to have any intention of telling Cha Song-jin the truth. Cha Song-jin closed his mouth tightly.

“By the way, it’s a shame after we just saved them. What sin did the people there commit, really that bastard…”

Cha Song-jin was a bit surprised at Kang Yi-sin’s words. Come to think of it, he did tell them to be careful not to make victims before the operation. He said they saved Xie Haozhu who they kidnapped too…

‘Maybe he’s not as bad a person as I thought…’

It was when Cha Song-jin was looking at Kang Yi-sin with new eyes.

“What’s for breakfast, Seo-hyeon?”

“I was planning to eat something simple.”

“Ah, I want to eat something with soup.”

“Eat cereal with milk.”

“I think putting cereal in soup dishes is a bit too much.”

“Then that’s soup, what is it?”

“Isn’t there anything hot?”

“Heat it in the microwave.”

“Never mind, I’ll just eat it as is.”

Listening to the conversation between the two, Cha Song-jin felt dizzy. Is he the only one taking this matter seriously?

“Um, is this really the end? Are you planning to just let it go like this?”

At those words, Kang Yi-sin turned his head.

* * *

At Cha Song-jin’s words, I shrugged my shoulders. I don’t know why he’s making such a fuss.

What’s wrong with a false accusation?

“We’re already dogs covered in shit anyway. It doesn’t make a difference if we get more shit on us, so there’s no need to worry.”

“How can it not make a difference! Everyone in the world is cursing Weltschmerz…”

“Yeah, getting cursed at more. That’s one difference. But everything else is the same.”

—Just when I thought your image was finally improving. It’s all ruined now.

As Ray said, it’s true that after the Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk incident, some people started praising us as dark heroes. But I have no intention of forgetting my true nature by falling for that praise.

“We are villains. When we’re falsely accused like this, we’re in no position to say it’s unfair.”

We actually killed people, well, killed many. We even killed one of them very cruelly and displayed them. Getting falsely accused of killing a few more, what’s the big deal?

“It’s unfortunate for the bereaved families who will be swayed by fake news, but rather than wandering around looking for a shapeless culprit, it would be easier for them to resent us. We’ll take revenge on the real culprit for them.”

“You’ll take revenge?”

“Yes.”

“Who on earth is the culprit?”

He was quite persistent even though I said there’s no need to know. I turned my gaze to Han Seo-hyeon. Han Seo-hyeon had been shaking his head with a very displeased face since earlier.

His face says why am I talking with that guy.

Really, he dislikes Cha Song-jin that much.

“What’s the point of someone who will leave here soon knowing about our enemy? Besides, that person is really dangerous. To the point where our final goal is to bring that person down.”

I warned Cha Song-jin with my eyes.

It would be better to back off here.

“So you’re just going to accept the false accusation? Without even saying it’s a false accusation?”

“Well, part of it is probably because we’re afraid of that person…”

Cha Song-jin’s words strangely pricked my pride. So you’re running away with your tail between your legs? It sounded exactly like that.

But this isn’t running away. We just decided to ignore it.

“What if we don’t let it go?”

“What?”

“Are you going to do an interview with someone now saying this is all a false accusation?”

The reason I’ve come to think lightly of being falsely accused is because there’s ultimately no way to resolve this false accusation.

“Who would believe our words?”

Seol Rok-jin knows that too. That’s why he frames us with crimes without hesitation like this.

“So we decided to have this mental victory at least. Otherwise it would feel too frustrating. So don’t dig into it too much.”

At my explanation, Cha Song-jin looked at me with a helpless face. I shrugged my shoulders.

This is the reality of Weltschmerz.

“I told you, you need expectations to be disappointed. We have no expectations from the public. Whether they think we’re good people or trash. Such reputation means nothing to me.”

There’s no impact even if people around the world curse Weltschmerz as bad guys.

“So there’s no need to make such a fuss. By the way, seeing you goofing off like this, you must have a lot of energy left. Of course you finished all the homework I gave you yesterday?”

“Ah, not yet.”

“You waste time on useless rumors like this so you can’t do your homework.”

“Th-that’s…”

I patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder as he was about to make excuses and sat down at the dining table.

“Do it before lunch. I’ll check then.”

I spoke as if it was no big deal, but it’s not that I’m not concerned about that rumor at all.

Well, there was one friend who had been going crazy since earlier.
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Looking at the text message from Jeong Ho-san, I let out a deep sigh.

That day, I ran away like that and then made him see such news. It’s natural for Jeong Ho-san to be angry. I’ve repeatedly tricked him like this several times already.

It’s fortunate, I guess. He immediately realized that news was a false accusation someone framed us with.

Nevertheless, the reason Jeong Ho-san is angry is probably because he’s worried about me.

「Why do you have to go through something like this?」

Ray spoke to me as I was making a complicated expression looking at the message.

—You know the answer too, don’t you? If you can’t bring him in, it’s right to let him go.

“Let him go, how?”

—Stop the nonsense of ‘we’re still friends’ despite all this. You two are already walking different paths. He may have been your most precious friend in the past, but he can’t be in the future.

At those words, I clenched my fist.

It’s the right argument.

—Haven’t you already warned him several times? That if he follows Do Chae-hee, you’ll never meet him again. He’s the one who broke that warning. From now on, whatever you say, he’ll ignore it. Are you planning to act so foolishly every time?

Ray’s words painfully stabbed my heart. That’s right, as Ray said, I’ve left countless warnings to Jeong Ho-san until now.

Though I spoke in a somewhat light tone, all the notes I sent to Jeong Ho-san were my sincere feelings.

Jeong Ho-san ignored all my notes and decided to chase after me together with Inspector Do Chae-hee. Not only does he not acknowledge me as Weltschmerz, but rather it’s his own resolution to catch me who joined Weltschmerz.

—Wasn’t preventing the destruction of this world the most important thing to you? For the sake of your precious friend too, right?

“Well, that’s true.”

—And you know, you already have precious ones now. You’re not planning to abandon the kids who only look at you just to take care of that one friend, are you?

In the past, I would have taken care of Jeong Ho-san without hesitation. Because he was the only precious one in my life worth calling a friend.

But as Ray said, in this life I’ve taken in kids who only look at me.


—That day, you said you weren’t running away but returning.

“Yes.”

I sat on the floor, looked up at the ceiling and muttered.

“Before I knew it, I came to have a place to return to.”

Someone might call it a shabby brick house, but each brick making up this base was imbued with the memories we spent here.

The pictures drawn by the kids still remained in one corner of the living room, and even the traces of covering the wall with furniture when we ran out of paint were still there.

The furniture Han Seo-hyeon personally chose and arranged, and the nameplates he wrote himself and hung on the doors.

It was all ‘our’ home touched by my hands, by our hands.

“The day that guy understands me will probably never come. Because the understanding I want will feel like giving up to him. And he’ll think giving up on me is the same as abandoning me.”

Jeong Ho-san is the type to think it’s his duty as a friend to somehow persuade me and get me out of Weltschmerz. He thinks that’s what friends should naturally do.

Do I have the right to blame Jeong Ho-san? Actually, I acted the same way. I thought it was my duty to break down Jeong Ho-san’s resolve, to somehow separate him from Do Chae-hee and send him back to the guild to live a stable life.

Even though it was time for one of us to break our stubbornness, neither Jeong Ho-san nor I did.

—You become uncharacteristically indecisive when entangled with that guy. Being able to give up cleanly when things don’t work out was one of your few good points.

‘What do you mean few good points. I have so many good points…’

—Don’t try to gloss over it with such words.

At Ray’s words, I shrugged my shoulders.

I had no intention at all of doing as he said, but I couldn’t cut ties either, so as Ray said, I wasted the past few weeks uncharacteristically.

—Wasn’t the answer obvious from the start?

“Haa, it’s easy for you to say.”

—Anyway, aren’t you and that guy fated to walk different paths until this matter is resolved? Both you and that guy are incredibly stubborn, befitting friends.


To me who was still stubbornly silent, Ray said:

—Stop running away now. For your sake, and for the sake of those poor kids who only look at you.

At Ray’s words, I clutched my chest.

“Ouch, my conscience is stinging especially today.”

As Ray said, though I knew the conclusion between us was obvious, I gave up on reaching that conclusion several times.

I ran away recklessly whenever there was a chance to escape while making suitable excuses.

Why?

Because I didn’t want to push Jeong Ho-san away with my own hands.

But as Ray said, the conclusion was already there.

—Or use your talent. Send that guy back to the guild as you want, and keep him as your friend. You can’t do that either?

A way to magically solve all this. I thought about doing it with the excuse that it was for Jeong Ho-san’s future.

But when I actually saw his face, I just couldn’t do it.

“I told hundreds, thousands of ‘lies’ while under Seol Rok-jin. I ruined someone’s life as I pleased, and made them do terrible things. The worst part was that all the people who fell for my lies mistook the thoughts I planted as their own original thoughts. So they don’t even resent me. Because they thought it was all their original plan.”

There was a loving couple.

I once tore that couple apart. The woman who had been saying she loved the man until yesterday left, despising him.

Seeing the woman who had changed so much, I thought. Is the woman of yesterday and the woman of today really the same person? Perhaps my lie killed one woman.

Love to contempt, friendship to hatred, paternal love to indifference. I even messed up and ruined someone’s memories and emotions as I pleased.

Lying to someone, and making them sincerely believe that lie, is quite a terrible thing.

To the point where I don’t want to do it unless necessary.

Of course, I’m the kind of person who can do such things dozens of times if needed.


“If I change a friend’s choice because they made a choice I don’t want… How can I call that friendship?”

Even if it means I can never call that guy a friend again, I didn’t want to cross that line.

At least I had to give him a sincere farewell instead of a false friendship.

What I tried to grasp was a piece of the past that can never be returned to.

Longing and lingering attachment must be cut off now.

For my sake, and for his sake too.

I picked up my phone.

* * *

When Jeong Ho-san smashed the ice wall with his fist, there was no one there. Looking at the empty space, Jeong Ho-san had a hollow expression.

It’s understandable to feel deflated after losing the Weltschmerz group right before his eyes, but isn’t this too much?

If depression itself were to be embodied, wouldn’t it look exactly like that?

“Ho-san.”

Do Chae-hee carefully approached Jeong Ho-san. Even at Do Chae-hee’s call, Jeong Ho-san still had his head buried in the bench.

He’s really not in good shape today. Should we postpone the Gate exploration to another day, she was thinking.

Jeong Ho-san who raised his head dropped a shocking fact to Do Chae-hee.

“It turns out Yi-sin is Weltschmerz.”

“Waah!”

At the sudden news, Do Chae-hee let out a scream.

“I-is that really true?”

“You don’t need to pretend to be surprised. You saw everything yesterday.”

At those words, Do Chae-hee belatedly let out an awkward laugh. Actually… she did see and hear everything yesterday.

When the face under the mask was revealed, she was so surprised internally.

“So that’s why you’ve been asking about Weltschmerz so much recently, I thought.”

Do Chae-hee could finally understand Jeong Ho-san’s recent behavior. Ah, he’s known that Kang Yi-sin is Weltschmerz since a few days ago.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you. Honestly, I thought I could pull that guy out of Weltschmerz before telling you frankly.”

“Umm, I see.”

“But it didn’t work.”

Jeong Ho-san’s expression as he said that looked truly depressed.

Not knowing what to say, Do Chae-hee just rolled her eyes.

My friend we thought was dead turns out to be Korea’s top villain?

What on earth should I say in this situation!

“How about you, Inspector? I heard there was a commotion at the Awakener Crimes Department… Ah, as you know, that absolutely wasn’t done by those guys!”

At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Do Chae-hee smiled bitterly.

“Yes, fortunately. There was no one I knew. I also thought it wasn’t Weltschmerz who committed that act.”

Weltschmerz had never once harmed ‘completely’ innocent civilians until now. Even if Xie Haozhu was their target, they wouldn’t have deliberately touched others who were there.

“Once again, someone framed them.”

At those words, the two sighed.

“Actually, after seeing the news today, I contacted Yi-sin.”

“Y-you could contact him?”

“Actually, I had a mobile phone that could contact that guy, which I kept secret from Inspector Do Chae-hee.”

It was a shocking revelation, but she doesn’t feel particularly betrayed. Because she knows how precious Kang Yi-sin is to Jeong Ho-san.

“What did he say?”

At Do Chae-hee’s question, Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly.

“I couldn’t say anything. Before I could say anything, Yi-sin gave me an ultimatum.”

“An ultimatum?”

“He said he’ll never meet me again. He won’t contact me separately either. He said my friend ‘Kang Yi-sin’ is dead, and from now on he’ll live as a member of Weltschmerz, so I should know that.”

No words could fit better than ultimatum for those words.

‘Well, it’s understandable to be depressed.’

While Do Chae-hee was rolling her eyes not knowing what comfort to give, Jeong Ho-san continued speaking.

“Actually, I roughly expected it. After hearing what that guy said yesterday. When I saw his face saying he wasn’t running away from me but returning, I somehow felt he would reach this conclusion.”

It’s a ‘sense’ as a friend who has gone through countless things with that guy.

I realized that guy has come to sincerely cherish Weltschmerz now.

“At first he might have entered Weltschmerz for some purpose, but now Weltschmerz has become precious comrades to Yi-sin.”

Though he always spoke gruffly and couldn’t act honestly, making more enemies than friends with his hellish mouth, Kang Yi-sin was sentimental.

He also had a uselessly wide caring nature, so he even approached people who disliked him and got hurt several times.

So he ended up embracing even Weltschmerz who are villains. It was shocking that he chose those guys he met recently over his childhood friend, but given the situation, he couldn’t childishly quibble about it now.

After all, it was Jeong Ho-san’s choice to ignore Kang Yi-sin’s warning.

“I don’t know what to do.”

Depressing! So depressing! Do Chae-hee racked her brains looking at the despairing bear in front of her.

How can I comfort this unfortunate bear!
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It would be nice if there was a magical solution, but unfortunately there is no such solution.

Do Chae-hee looked at Jeong Ho-san quietly and slowly opened her mouth.

“If Kang Yi-sin decided to be with Weltschmerz, I understand him trying to distance himself from Jeong Ho-san. Even though you’re friends, well, the situation is like that. If Jeong Ho-san enters the Awakener Crimes Department and he’s active as Weltschmerz, he’ll have to be wary…”

“I wish Yi-sin had quit Weltschmerz…”

“I know one thing. You’re both incredibly stubborn.”

At Do Chae-hee’s words, Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly.

“I guess so. We ended up like this because neither of us would yield.”

Jeong Ho-san who said that looked at Do Chae-hee and said:

“Yi-sin said that if I follow Inspector Do Chae-hee, I’ll become his enemy, so we’ll never meet again. Actually, until today I didn’t believe those words.”

How could he cut ties with me like this?

But seeing the phone whose signal stopped today, it seems he was really serious.

“Yi-sin, that guy was desperately asking me in his own way too. I ignored that guy’s request.”

Jeong Ho-san who muttered like that raised his voice as if getting angrier the more he chewed on it.

“No, if that’s the case he should at least answer in a way people can understand. He doesn’t even tell me why he joined Weltschmerz! Now he says he’s cutting ties with people like this? Bad bastard.”

Hearing those mutterings close to lamentations, Do Chae-hee quietly fidgeted her fingers. There’s been something bothering her tremendously since earlier…

“P-perhaps did your relationship end up like this because of me? I mean, as Kang Yi-sin said too, since I’m openly chasing Weltschmerz… It seems like your relationship became like this because of me.”

“No, it’s not Inspector Do Chae-hee’s problem. Just, because I didn’t yield my stubbornness… No, is it normal for him to join such a villain group in the first place and not tell me anything, but tell me to go back to the guild and live well?”

The depressed bear became an angry bear. Do Chae-hee closed her mouth, pressured by the aura. Because she realized whatever she said here would only stimulate Jeong Ho-san.

Jeong Ho-san who had been fuming for a while rubbed his face.

“Even if Inspector Do Chae-hee had refused, I would have thrown away the guild and everything else and chased after that guy. No matter what Yi-sin said, I wouldn’t have been able to give up on him.”


At Jeong Ho-san’s words, Do Chae-hee swallowed hard. She was certain this person would do that.

“What do you plan to do from now on?”

Do Chae-hee quickly added:

“I haven’t told anyone yet that Jeong Ho-san is interested in the Awakener Crimes Department, so you can still take it back now. If you enter the Awakener Crimes Department, and work with me, you’ll end up opposing Weltschmerz as Kang Yi-sin said.”

“That’s why I need to enter the Awakener Crimes Department even more.”

“What?”

“Didn’t Inspector Do Chae-hee say so? That the Awakener Crimes Department is targeting Weltschmerz. That they’ll make Weltschmerz a scapegoat to cover up the crimes of the real bad guys.”

Seeing this false accusation, that thought became even stronger. Whoever the real ‘enemy’ is, they clearly have enough power to easily manipulate the situation. And that enemy is targeting Weltschmerz now.

“So you mean you want to directly enter the Awakener Crimes Department to protect Weltschmerz?”

“If someone tries to trap that guy, that place will be where I can know about it first.”

Though Kang Yi-sin said he plans to cut ties with Jeong Ho-san, Jeong Ho-san had no such intention at all.

“I can’t go back to the guild anyway. I don’t think I can focus on guild activities at all.”

“Hmm, certainly…”

Jeong Ho-san already knew too much to pull out. Even if he went back now, there’s no way he could live a normal life.

“And if Weltschmerz is trying to catch the real bad guys, maybe we’ll meet at the same place.”

Even if we can’t orbit on the same trajectory, won’t our destinations be the same? When we reach that destination, maybe I can face Kang Yi-sin again. And then maybe we can call each other friends again…

That’s all Jeong Ho-san hoped for.

“Can I ask one thing?”

“What is it?”

“That day, why did Inspector Do Chae-hee call me?”


“That day…”

“The day you said you wanted to reinvestigate Yi-sin’s case.”

For a moment, Do Chae-hee flinched, thinking it was resentment towards her asking why she called that day and complicated things like this. But there was not a hint of resentment to be found on Jeong Ho-san’s face.

Is that why? She could open up about her true feelings with a somewhat comfortable mind.

“Honestly, the reason I called Jeong Ho-san then might have been because I wanted to gain courage.”

After parting with Park Chul-wan like that, Do Chae-hee suddenly felt like she was alone in the world. As if she had lost all her family, she felt alone in this world.

I should take the right path, so this is the right choice. While thinking that, it seems she was actually scared deep inside her heart.

So she cowardly wanted to receive encouragement from someone.

Encouragement that you’re not wrong, that you’re on the right path.

The reason that target was Jeong Ho-san was probably because he was the most honest and warm person among those Do Chae-hee knew.

A person who seemed like he could do anything for his friend. If I tell that person I’ll do something for his friend, won’t I be able to receive pure encouragement?

“You wanted to receive encouragement?”

“Haha, that’s right. Really, at that time I desperately wanted just one word like that. I wished even just one person in this world would tell me I was doing well.”

It felt like I could gain strength to move forward with just one such word.

But what Jeong Ho-san conveyed that day wasn’t just encouragement.

“So when you said you wanted to work with me then, I was incredibly surprised. But soon I thought. Honestly, considering Jeong Ho-san’s life, I should refuse several times… But I know too. The feeling of encountering a case you want to solve even if it means throwing away your life.”

Though I didn’t know things would turn out like this until then…

“So even though I know all your circumstances, I can only say thank you for being here for now. Kang Yi-sin might want to kill me if he knew.”

“He shouldn’t resent Inspector Do Chae-hee without thinking about what he did.”

“Haha, but still.”


Do Chae-hee sighed internally that she was fated to be entangled with Kang Yi-sin in bad relations in many ways.

“Umm, actually I was a bit worried.”

“About what?”

“I was thinking about pretending not to know Inspector Do Chae-hee when I enter the Awakener Crimes Department.”

Do Chae-hee was already marked inside the Awakener Crimes Department. Working with her carried too much risk. The moment he learned Kang Yi-sin had entered Weltschmerz, Jeong Ho-san’s top priority changed.

To somehow stay attached to the Awakener Crimes Department for a long time and become the first person to receive information about Weltschmerz.

And to stand in that position, it was better not to reveal he was on the same side as Do Chae-hee who was ‘marked’ in the Awakener Crimes Department.

“But hearing this answer, I can’t do that.”

It’s a bit much to say I’ll pretend not to know someone who called me wanting to gain even a little courage when she felt alone.

But at those words, Do Chae-hee shook her head.

“No, I’ve already gained courage. Besides, the enemies will move strategically, so there’s no reason for us to just clash recklessly.”

Do Chae-hee who muttered something to herself shouted towards Jeong Ho-san.

“Yes, let’s do that!”

“What?”

“Let’s pretend not to know each other inside the Awakener Crimes Department! Since it’s come to this, it would be better for you to pretend not to know me and enter their side.”

“You want me to become a spy?”

“Not that grandly. Just keep a proper distance from me.”

Do Chae-hee said to Jeong Ho-san who was making a very dazed expression:

“I’ll draw the aggro, so I want you to move freely then. There’s no need for both of us to be targets.”

Jeong Ho-san said it wasn’t Do Chae-hee’s fault, but guilt piled up in Do Chae-hee’s heart after hearing Jeong Ho-san’s words. Anyway, if she hadn’t called that day, maybe Jeong Ho-san wouldn’t have come so close to this unwanted truth.

“Will you be okay?”

Jeong Ho-san asked Do Chae-hee with a worried face. At that question, Do Chae-hee scratched her cheek and said:

“Honestly, I don’t know yet. My chest feels tight just thinking about returning to the Awakener Crimes Department. I think I was really proud of myself just for entering there, but before I knew it, it became a place I’m scared of.”

The thought of being alone again scared her first. But Do Chae-hee wasn’t a person who succumbed to fear.

“I’m not a person without fear, but I’m not someone who runs away because I’m scared. So I’m going to try.”

Do Chae-hee added playfully:

“If I really can’t handle it while trying, I’ll send an SOS then, will you help me then?”

* * *

Inside the office with an oppressively dark atmosphere, Kim Du-sik carefully opened his mouth.

“Hyung, no, Team Leader. It’s time we should admit it.”

“Admit what?”

Choi In-hyuk scrunched his face at Kim Du-sik’s words. His mood worsened seeing Kim Du-sik’s face like a bloated toad soaked in water when he was already in a bad mood. However, Kim Du-sik showed no signs of being intimidated by Choi In-hyuk’s sharp gaze.

Usually he would watch Choi In-hyuk’s mood and slowly back away, but today he stood in front of him with fists clenched as if he were a loyal subject giving frank advice to a tyrant.

“Team Leader, you’ve been scammed! By that guy Kang Yi-sin! You’ve just been scammed!”

At the words that came out of Kim Du-sik’s mouth, Choi In-hyuk threw his nameplate on the desk right at him.

Kim Du-sik who avoided the nameplate with a quick dodge unsuited to his large build shouted:

“Even if Team Leader gets angry like this, the truth won’t change!”

“What nonsense are you spouting! Who’s been scammed!”

At Choi In-hyuk’s words, Kim Du-sik thought.

‘You have, Team Leader! You’ve been scammed!’

Kim Du-sik also swallowed those words internally because his life is precious. But he couldn’t just watch Choi In-hyuk clinging to a fruitless task for ten months already.

“It’s not much principal anyway, right?”

“What do you mean not much. Didn’t you ask me if I got shot in the head when I lent him money that day?”

“What? Me?”

“Yes!”

“Th-there’s no way I said such words.”

Kim Du-sik stammered. He certainly did say something like why did you lend such a large sum to a guy not worth looking at.

“Even if it’s money that stresses you out this much, wouldn’t it be better to think you’ve just been scammed?”

Though it was usury, it wasn’t monthly interest but 40% annual interest, so the accumulated amount wasn’t much. Of course it was a large sum, but he meant it wasn’t an amount worth Choi In-hyuk clinging to this much.

“Besides, honestly with no contact like this, I think he might be dead by this point. Right! Travel expenses! How about thinking of it as providing travel expenses?”

“You X, who provides 130 million won as travel expenses! No, it’s 180 million now? Who in the world gives such a large sum as condolence money!”

Kim Du-sik closed his mouth at Choi In-hyuk’s vicious expression. Thinking about it that way, it was too large.

“Or your hyung’s help…”

“What hyung do I have!”

This time a cup on the desk flew. Kim Du-sik who avoided the cup with another amazing dodge movement sweated profusely. Choi In-hyuk was breathing heavily, unable to contain his anger.

“What would he think seeing me unable to solve even this level of problem on my own?”

He absolutely didn’t want to reach out to that person, if no one else.

But it’s also true that he’s been driven into a corner.

“Isn’t there anyone who can find out where that bastard is? We need to at least find out where he died if he’s dead, something like that.”

If he had at least heard news that he died, Choi In-hyuk wouldn’t have gotten this heated. But that bastard Kang Yi-sin really disappeared overnight ‘just like that’. Without even traces of death, strictly speaking he’s still legally missing.

At that moment, Kim Du-sik carefully opened his mouth.

“Well, I didn’t mention it because it seemed like an unfounded rumor, but…”

“If it seems unfounded, don’t say it!”

“Yes.”

Choi In-hyuk got angry at Kim Du-sik who closed his mouth too obediently. Damn it, better dead than sick.

“No, tell me.”

“Have you heard of ‘Hope Errand Center’?”

“Hope Errand Center?”

“Yes, a site appeared in Cambodia that says they’ll do and find out anything if you pay money, and they say this place really finds out everything.”

“Where did you hear such an unfounded rumor…”

Choi In-hyuk who was about to dismiss those words nonchalantly scrunched his face. Damn it, was he in a position to be picky about cold water or hot water now?

“…Contact them once.”

“Yes!”

Hope Errand Center. Would those guys really become his hope? Or would they become another source of stress? Choi In-hyuk decided to at least try once for now.
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I headed to the workshop. Several days had already passed since I started melting Park Sang-pyeon’s magic sword. No matter how terrible an artifact it was, it should be done by now. As I expected, the magic sword in the furnace had melted away completely without leaving any form.

Ray made a strange sound as he watched me stirring the metal with a long rod.

—Uugh.

“What’s that weird sound?”

—Can’t you hear the resentment directed at you?

“Haha, what resentment? How many innocent people died by that cursed sword? Even if it harbors resentment, the souls of the victims will protect me.”

Yeah, what resentment for killing a bad guy.

Ray fell silent, as if losing the strength to refute my logical words. I turned my gaze to the metal in the furnace.

I plan to pour that metal in the furnace into molds to make daggers.

—The mold method again?

“Yes.”

I did look up how to work with iron on the internet, but to follow it myself, how should I say, it was too professional…

“I just couldn’t follow it at all.”

—Chicken?

“Where on earth did you learn such words?”

—I picked them up here and there.

“Stop watching weird things.”

To begin with, it’s arrogant of me to try to follow the skills of master craftsmen who have worked with metal all their lives overnight.

—The mold looks pretty good though.

Of course. When I made the bracelet, I made the mold myself, but this time I got help from Professor Geum and bought it from a master craftsman.


—So you do grow too.

“Damn it.”

It’s annoying, but not wrong. My handiwork was quite poor. Ironically, the more effort I put in, the worse the results were.

If I had been that capable to begin with, the system wouldn’t have mocked me like that.

A sword directly forged by a master craftsman would be much better than one made with a mold, but this is the best I can do right now.

When I hire a proper master craftsman later, I’ll have to melt it again and make a proper artifact then.

Anyway, the dagger made like that was…

=====

Cursed Dagger / B-grade

—–

Weapon – Dagger

A dagger cast in a mold by melting a cursed artifact.

It melts the user’s magic power and releases it as sword energy.

=====

Perhaps because I barely touched it, there was no phrase mocking my handiwork. Damn, it cursed the chair I put so much effort into with nasty words.

Actually, this one is called a ‘cursed’ dagger, but looking at the description, it seems that chair should be called cursed.

The large sword was made into six palm-sized daggers.

The grade of the artifact made was low compared to the material, but it had a special function.

The part about melting the user’s magic power and releasing it as sword energy.

I’ll have to find out what that means from now on.


I took out the dagger and infused it with magic power. And soon I could realize an amazing fact. Not only did the dagger simply release magic power…

“The daggers resonate with each other?”

Is it because what was once one was split into six? The six daggers resonated with each other as if they were one. It meant that even if I infused magic power into just one dagger, soon magic power would be transmitted to all six daggers.

“At this rate, I’ll have to use all six as a set.”

I was planning to secretly take just one since I lost the dagger I originally used last time… But at this rate, I’ll have to use them completely as one set.

—Come to think of it, you lost your dagger that day.

“Yes.”

Though I thought it was fortunate enough to have kept the mask, it was quite regrettable. I bought that for 3 million won. I still need to use 2,990,000 won worth.

—You’ve only used 100,000 won worth so far? For that, you seemed to use it quite diligently.

“That means I could have used it much more in the future.”

But what’s the use of lamenting over something already gone? I’ll have to get a new weapon for myself soon too. I’ve been making do with just one dagger for too long.

I’ll have to ask Professor Geum, or look for a new route.

First, I need to thoroughly test this dagger.

The will of the artifact that stubbornly absorbed the user’s magic power was gone, but the property of craving mana remained dissolved in the metal.

Even if you engrave mana circuits that accept mana, normal artifacts spit out about half, but this one was different.

Though no mana circuits were engraved at all, the dagger greedily sucked in mana more than any artifact. It even stole the mana flowing in my body.

“Oh my. At this rate, I won’t be able to use any other artifacts.”

The problem was that it sucked in even the mana that was supposed to be used for other artifacts.

“It’s quite jealous.”

Jealous, this expression is cute. To be unable to use any other artifacts while using this. It was a tremendous penalty.


Even now, I could feel the other artifacts worn on my body being neutralized one by one.

Hmm, how can I remove this property? How do I deal with a sword that doesn’t even have mana circuits laid down?

Sand spread at my feet. Oh? Before I could react, the workshop door flung open.

“What’s wrong!”

It was Han Seo-hyeon.

“What’s wrong with you!”

At my shout, Han Seo-hyeon said with a trembling voice:

“S-suddenly the ring’s signal disappeared…”

At those words, I looked at my finger. Ah, the ring. Come to think of it, Han Seo-hyeon gave me a ring before.

Did this dagger cut off that ring’s signal too?

I calmly explained the situation to Han Seo-hyeon. Han Seo-hyeon who heard my explanation made a chilling expression and said:

“That dagger. Throw it away right now.”

To tell me to throw away the dagger no matter what. I hugged the dagger tightly and said:

“No!”

“You said you can’t use any other artifacts if you use that! It’s completely trash!”

“But it’s too precious to throw away. Look.”

I laid five daggers on the floor and held one dagger. When I infused that dagger with magic power, my magic power connected to the daggers laid on the floor.

The daggers laid on the floor all flew towards me at my hand gesture.

“Oh.”

“Are you crazy!”

Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly drew up magic power and summoned a skeleton in front of me.

The daggers flying towards me were deflected after hitting the skeleton. Some of them were deeply embedded in the skeleton’s bones. If they had flown straight into my body, well, my body would have been full of holes.

“Are you in your right mind?”

“Wow, amazing! Your summoning speed has improved a lot. Wow, when did you train like this?”

“It’s not pleasing at all to hear such words in this situation! Don’t think you can gloss over it with halfhearted praise.”

“Ahem, ahem. Anyway, don’t you think it could be used quite well with some practice?”

To be able to control not only the daggers touching my body, but even other daggers I didn’t even touch!

Plus, maybe because it’s so good at accepting magic power, the magic power consumption was low too.

“Throw it away right now.”

Han Seo-hyeon still said firmly.

Damn, did I show too clumsy a use? He had a face that couldn’t trust me at all.

“Tsk, I thought it would suit Jae-ho well.”

“…Isn’t Boss going to use it?”

“This kind of dagger would suit Jae-ho, who can use space three-dimensionally, better than me. Plus, he can hide in shadows if necessary, so the dangerous flying won’t be much of a penalty for Jae-ho.”

“Hmm.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes narrowed.

“So Boss isn’t going to use it…”

I don’t know what he thought, but soon Han Seo-hyeon smiled again and said:

“Come to think of it, that dagger. It seems very useful.”

“Weren’t you telling me to throw it away just now?”

“…It does seem too precious to throw away. Make sure to give it to Jae-ho hyung, don’t use it yourself.”

“Am I that untrustworthy?”

“Because if it’s Boss, you’ll probably use it saying ‘Fatal Return to Origin!’ whether your body gets pierced or not.”

—That’s right.

I wonder what on earth they think of me.

—What do you mean what they think, they see you as a masochist who enjoys tearing up your own body without knowing how precious your body is.

“Urgh.”

The state of conscience is prickly today. No, it’s been like this every day recently, hasn’t it? If I grumble to Ray, he’ll say it’s all my fault, so I’ll have to pretend not to know.

Anyway, I’m glad I got Han Seo-hyeon’s permission.

How much magic power should be put into each dagger for it to move? Can the direction be changed? There were still many parts to experiment with, but since Kim Jae-ho has innate talent in handling body and magic power, he’ll probably figure it out on his own if I leave it to him.

—You’re planning to carry out that self-learning method that’s written as autonomous learning but read as neglect again.

‘Ahem, I’d like to figure out all the usage methods myself and give it to him, but aren’t the situations different for Jae-ho and me?’

Unlike Kim Jae-ho who can literally freely move through space, my usage method can only be two-dimensional. Even if I figure something out and tell him, it means he’ll eventually have to figure out his own usage method.

Plus, if I say I want to use this dagger a bit more, Han Seo-hyeon might kill me…

I quickly changed the subject.

“How’s what you’ve been researching lately? Can you show me?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon flicked his finger to unsummon the skeleton full of holes and summoned a black skeleton in front of his eyes again.

“I think I roughly get the feel.”

Recently he’s been mainly using sand so I almost forgot this kid was a necromancer, but what Han Seo-hyeon has been putting the most effort into lately was strengthening skeletons.

The intensive research with the corpses he took for experiments last time was also to increase the number of magics that could be done with bones.

The number of skeletons Han Seo-hyeon could control increased to three in total.

The white skeleton first contracted, the dark skeleton made from Park Sang-pyeon’s corpse. And the third skeleton additionally contracted from the experiments gathered last time.

Han Seo-hyeon placed bone armor on that skeleton.

“It’s bone armor and bone sword.”

The skeleton wearing armor and sword made of black bones looked quite impressive. The durability of ordinary bones isn’t very high, but the bones imbued with Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power were different.

Light like bones but harder than steel.

Plus the movements were quick too. As a result of roughly clashing with the skeleton holding a dagger, I could confirm it had durability almost similar to artifacts.

“Plus I can do things like this by applying bones.”

Han Seo-hyeon who stepped outside the building showed me a new technique.

The so-called ‘bone bomb’.

It’s a technique that explodes the bones he summoned. Like shrapnel from a grenade, the fragments of exploded bones caused chain damage.

And that explosion was quite amazing. The area around where the bone bomb exploded was literally scorched earth.

“Wow…”

“But I have to consume bones.”

“You mean you need materials.”

“Yes. It’s possible to explode skeletons too, but the skeletons get destroyed.”

I decided not to ask how he knew that.

Hmm, they were all bad guys anyway. It should be fine to turn even their bones to powder, right…

“How about animal bones?”

“I tried with chicken bones last time, but the destructive power was terribly low.”

He didn’t know yet about monster bones since he hadn’t tried, but he said such destructive power doesn’t come out with ordinary animal bones.

The bones with the strongest destructive power were human. Among them, awakener bones.

Though the very thought of using human body parts as consumables is quite inhumane, it certainly had tremendous destructive power.

“Monster bones might be more effective, but I’m not sure yet.”

Since necromancer magic power has especially good compatibility with monster corpses, that side might have decent destructive power too.

‘Hmm, I’ll have to pick up lots of monster corpses next time we stop by a Gate.’

Everything sold in the black market is terribly overpriced. As expected, direct from the source is best for everything.
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I went to find Kim Jae-ho with the completed daggers. Kim Jae-ho, who received the weapons from me, was delighted like a child who got a new toy.

I thought handling multiple daggers would be difficult, but he handled the daggers freely without awkwardness, like someone who picked up a dagger set at their first birthday.

He could even juggle them.

“Don’t swing them around recklessly since they’re sharp.”

“Okay.”

I clicked my tongue internally looking at Kim Jae-ho who seemed to barely hear my advice. As I turned my head, I met eyes with Cha Song-jin beside me.

Cha Song-jin who met my eyes slightly lowered his gaze and headed to the corner. I didn’t mean to give him a look… He’s certainly too dispirited since I drew the line.

Moreover, it was embarrassing how our eyes met every time I gave gifts to the other kids. Still, should I give him something proper as the one using him?

—After drawing the line, is that what you think? Didn’t you say you should completely ignore him so he’d be comfortable too?

‘That’s true, but it bothers me since he keeps wandering around in front of me like that.’

—That’s your problem. You’re uselessly sentimental.

‘Sentimental? Where else is there someone who separates public and private matters as well as me?’

If anything, I’m closer to a cold-blooded person without blood or tears, right?

At my words, Ray snorted as if finding it ridiculous.

—Huh! Ha! Huh!

‘What’s with that reaction?’

—If that’s what you think, I guess so. Yeah!

Putting aside Ray’s strangely unpleasant reaction, I turned my gaze to Kim Jae-ho.

“How is it?”

“Good.”


“The dagger will move if you put magic power in. Train only where there are no people since it’s dangerous.”

“Okay.”

Kim Jae-ho nodded.

“You need to be careful because you could get hurt.”

Since I almost got holes in my body too, it’s certainly dangerous. At my warning, Kim Jae-ho nodded with a quite serious face. Still, Jae-ho is so nice. He listens well too.

I’m really bad for having to say such things to this nice kid when I can’t even give him rewards.

I swallowed hard and said to Kim Jae-ho:

“I know it’s petty to take back what I gave, but can you give me back the ring I gave you before?”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho’s eyes narrowed.

I quickly added an excuse:

“The new sword I gave you is very jealous. It’ll make other artifacts useless.”

Moreover, the Vampire King’s Ring didn’t suit Kim Jae-ho who was good at infiltration and stealth. It would be good to have, but no matter what anyone says, that’s an item suited for the vanguard.

What’s wrong with taking back something he can’t even use because of the dagger? I cleared my throat.

“…”

Kim Jae-ho silently glared at me. The longer the silence continued, the more the temperature of my face gradually rose.

Kim Jae-ho took off the ring on his hand and handed it over with a very displeased face.

Ah, right.

“Um, the dagger you used before too…”

My dagger disappeared, so it can’t be helped. At my words, Kim Jae-ho’s lips protruded. Kim Jae-ho who pulled out the dagger strapped at his waist and handed it to me grumbled:

“Don’t give and take back next time.”


The words had a sting.

Tsk, the boss’s dignity has fallen to the ground.

—I’m not sure if you had any dignity left until now.

I silently recalled my past. Certainly, there couldn’t be anything left that could be called a boss’s dignity.

‘Ah, it will be different from now on.’

I hurriedly shook my head internally and just took the ring.

—By the way, why that ring… No, wait. Don’t tell me you?

You’re uselessly perceptive.

—No, you’re not really going to give it to that guy?

‘Even if we’ve become enemies, isn’t it a bit much for us to keep it when there’s someone who can use it best in the world?’

Originally I felt bad about giving it since it was an item stolen by Weltschmerz, but now everything’s been exposed anyway.

No matter what anyone says, this item suits Jeong Ho-san best. It’s true that I said I’d cut ties with him. From now on, I won’t get involved in Jeong Ho-san’s affairs. But I couldn’t completely let go of worrying about that guy.

Having an item like this would make me feel a bit more at ease.

I immediately went to find Han Seo-hyeon with the ring I received from Kim Jae-ho.

At my request to deliver this ring to Jeong Ho-san, Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with a very displeased face.

“It’s a farewell gift.”

“You really won’t meet that person anymore?”

“Yeah, I’ll live completely cutting off any concern.”

“Really?”

Why does he distrust people so much?


—Well, it’s not like you’ve only been obsessed with Jeong Ho-san’s affairs for a day or two.

“…I won’t meet him again.”

“Even if that person is in mortal danger?”

I wanted to say no, but Han Seo-hyeon spoke first.

“Should I remove all surveillance?”

“…Leave just a little, very little. Just enough to know if he’s really in danger.”

“I knew it.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I raised my voice.

“But I don’t intend to recklessly go find that guy or contact him like before.”

I understood Han Seo-hyeon’s anxiety. How pathetic must I have looked, the boss forgetting his purpose and just going on about his friend?

“I won’t forget what’s important anymore. What’s important to us.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s voice became chilly.

“…Getting revenge on that damn Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin.”

I nodded at those words.

“Right.”

I intended not to forget what’s important until all that is over.

* * *

Jeong Ho-san made a complicated expression looking at the delivered ring.

Though it looked ordinary on the outside, according to the letter, this red ring was the Vampire King’s Ring that Weltschmerz diverted from the auction a few months ago.

It was surprising that they kept this without selling it until now, but handing it over to him was beyond surprising.

‘It must be worth quite a bit…’

Surely he didn’t steal it from Weltschmerz’s warehouse and give it to me.

As if reading Jeong Ho-san’s thoughts, the letter Kang Yi-sin sent with the ring said ‘I’m sending this with permission so don’t worry unnecessarily’.

Kang Yi-sin repeatedly emphasized in the letter.

That this is really the last time. That he’ll never contact me like this again.

That this is a kind of ‘farewell gift’ for taking good care of him and being his friend until now.

“It’s too much for a farewell gift.”

Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly while fiddling with the ring.

Did he really get permission from Weltschmerz’s leader? If so, what kind of treatment do you receive in Weltschmerz? Do you really think of that place as home?

Jeong Ho-san still had many things he wanted to ask Kang Yi-sin.

Do you really think of Weltschmerz as home?

He remembered the leader’s stiffly hardened face. That leader who created an ice wall separating them.

Do Chae-hee said he was Weltschmerz’s leader. But it was clearly Kang Yi-sin who ordered the retreat at the scene.

‘Does the boss trust Yi-sin that much?’

The Kang Yi-sin Jeong Ho-san knew was certainly an outstanding guy, but not a strong ‘hunter’. If Weltschmerz’s leader trusts Kang Yi-sin, it must be because he saw his other abilities.

Despite working harder than anyone at the academy, Kang Yi-sin ultimately couldn’t become a ‘hunter’.

People’s gazes towards Kang Yi-sin were as harsh as that disgraceful title, Babel’s Shame. Though Kang Yi-sin pretended to be fine throughout his time at the academy, he finally broke down when no nominations came to him even at graduation.

Having watched Kang Yi-sin more closely than anyone, Jeong Ho-san knew Kang Yi-sin’s despair better than anyone.

Jeong Ho-san couldn’t fill that despair of Kang Yi-sin’s with any words.

It was ironic. Kang Yi-sin who received no one’s acknowledgment at Babel Academy was quite acknowledged in the villain Weltschmerz.

You’re acknowledged only after becoming a villain, not a hunter.

At the same time, it was bitter. Is that why you chose them?

Jeong Ho-san took out his mobile phone and checked the last text message Kang Yi-sin sent.

「I won’t worry about you anymore.

I won’t come to see you again either.

I decided to be devoted to this work while I’m in Weltschmerz.

So forget me. Your friend Kang Yi-sin doesn’t exist.」

“You shouldn’t send such a text and then send such an amazing artifact, you idiot.”

But don’t die no matter what happens.

Jeong Ho-san clenched his fist as Kang Yi-sin’s worry like that was conveyed.

If only he could tell him, he wanted to say he felt the same.

No matter what you do, no matter who you associate with.

Just don’t die.

Then we’ll be able to meet again someday when all this is over.

Putting the red ring on his left pinky finger, Jeong Ho-san resolved once again.

For that future, he had to move busily today too.

Though he changed the plan a bit after learning Kang Yi-sin had entered Weltschmerz, Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san’s goal was still to find illegal Gates.

Do Chae-hee said to Jeong Ho-san with an anxious face:

“Maybe we won’t find anything at this rate.”

There weren’t many days left until Do Chae-hee’s suspension ended.

“We can continue investigating even after you return to the Awakener Crimes Department, right?”

“But once I enter the Awakener Crimes Department, I’ll have to be much more careful with my actions than now. We’ll have to refrain from moving together like this too.”

“Hmm, certainly. It would be nice to have some results before that…”

Fortunately, they were able to get results before that day came.

Confirming the purple Gate that appeared before their eyes, Do Chae-hee smiled brightly.

A Gate that appeared in a space that was said to have been processed for extinction 3 months ago.

“We finally found one.”

Jeong Ho-san’s eyes flashed.

* * *

I called everyone to the living room and explained the future plans.

“For now, Seol Rok-jin will be busy too. He has to rescue the villains of the Top again, and fill Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s vacant seat…”

In many ways, Seol Rok-jin’s side will have a lot to do too. It would be an answer to shake up Seol Rok-jin’s side by taking advantage of this gap, but Xie Haozhu in the country was a problem.

If we commit acts in the name of Weltschmerz, we don’t know what that bulldozer will do.

The leash of Nam Ju-hyeon is so weak it’s embarrassing to even call it a leash. Yeah, that’s right. She’ll tear it off at once and escape. I didn’t want to see that sight.

So the conclusion is one.

“I’m thinking of being active overseas for the time being.”

After spending time quietly for a while, wouldn’t it be good to cause a fairly plausible accident overseas?

When everyone thinks we’re overseas, we’ll secretly return to Korea and face Seol Rok-jin again!

Now that I said it out loud, it seemed like a pretty good plan.

“If there are good Gates, we’ll try conquering them too.”

The damn Gate allocation system in Korea makes it impossible to enter Gates anyway.

“And we’ll find a place to entrust you too while we’re at it.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s shoulders trembled finely.

“Don’t worry, I don’t intend to sell you to some strange place.”

Since his talent is so easy to exploit, we really can’t entrust Cha Song-jin just anywhere.

“So the problem is where we’ll go…”

There’s more than one or two places overseas that need hunters’ help. Honestly, from my standpoint, anywhere is similar.

“Is there anywhere you want to go?”

At my question, Kim Jae-ho’s eyes sparkled.

“I want to go here.”

What Kim Jae-ho showed me was the dragon palace drawn in a fairy tale.

“Uh, that won’t work.”

The next place he brought out was Atlantis drawn in a bookmark. I thought he was completely into underwater worlds since I bought him a dolphin doll last time. Why are all the places he brings out in the sea!

“Tell me places that exist in reality.”

“…Boring.”

What are you calling boring! You’re the one who asked to take you to places that don’t even exist in reality!

Unfortunately, Kim Jae-ho’s opinion was rejected due to my lack of ability.

“Then where does Boss want to go?”

“For now, America?”

America was one of the places with the best mercenary system.

The land is so vast that it’s impossible to defend with only domestic hunters, but they have a lot of money. So the mercenary system has to develop.

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon scrunched his face.

“America is where that guy is, right?”

That guy? Don’t tell me…

“Nah, he’s someone we won’t run into.”

Meeting Taika Cooper in Australia then was close to a miracle.

“Really, if we meet that guy, I’ll put my intestines on my hand…”

—Stop! Stop it!

I closed my mouth at Ray’s urgent words to stop. I also felt chills down my spine from an ominous premonition.

“I was going to say I’d bet on it, but that’s a bit much, right? The earth is round originally. We can meet anyone.”

“…Really.”

Han Seo-hyeon laughed as if finding it ridiculous, and our destination became America.
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Though the world changed rapidly after Gates opened, the country still holding global hegemony was America.

It was common knowledge that conventional weapons didn’t work on monsters that popped out of Gates, but weapons made by processing monsters did work.

And the country that produced and possessed the most of those weapons was America.

Moreover, America possessed the world’s top hunter guild, was one of the countries with the most awakeners, and was the country of Taika Cooper, the world’s top awakener.

Just saying this, it seems like there’s no place for outsiders like us, but…

As I said yesterday, America’s territory is very vast. And Gates appear as if scattered across that vast territory.

“That’s why America is called the land of opportunity.”

Since America consists of many states, the situation varied greatly by state.

The eastern side where New York and Washington are located had relatively few Gate appearances to begin with and the situation calmed down quickly due to high population concentration, but the situation in the central and western regions was different.

Western cities including San Francisco and Los Angeles facing the North Pacific were ruined by attacks from sea monsters and tsunamis, and the central region where the most Gates opened became a land of monsters like Australia due to consecutive Break phenomena.

But the response afterwards was different.

Unlike Australia with many desertified lands that could be called the Outback, America’s central region was originally so fertile that it was worth reclaiming.

America started to reclaim the central region by investing enormous sums.

America’s immigration procedures were quite strict, but you could easily enter the country using the special selection open only to mercenary companies.

The lands America hasn’t reclaimed yet are Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico.

“Our destination is Utah among those.”

I felt a hot gaze while explaining. I asked Cha Song-jin who was glancing at me:

“Why?”

“Are you planning to ab-abandon me there?”

“Abandon you?”


Though I don’t not have that thought…

“I told you. I won’t send you carelessly until I find a decent place. Besides, I need to send you after you know how to do something. You still can’t even do a 1-minute plank, right?”

At my words, Cha Song-jin silently closed his mouth. Ray cut in as if finding it ridiculous:

—First of all, isn’t that body 3 years older than you?

‘My mental age is much older. And look at how he acts. I absolutely don’t want to acknowledge him as older.’

Anyway, I returned to the main point.

“We’ll face monsters and clear a few Gates before coming back.”

“How many?”

“I’m planning to enter low-grade ones.”

I’m not trying to handle any amazing Gates this time. To begin with, we can’t enter high-grade Gates with the fake hunter IDs we made up, and the purpose this time was to roughly gain experience.

And the point of this job isn’t conquering Gates.

“I’m thinking of stopping by Las Vegas after finishing work early.”

“Las Vegas? Are you planning to gamble?”

“Well, something similar.”

I smiled brightly.

* * *

The four of us all wore masks and used forged IDs to board the plane. Cha Song-jin shook his legs nervously, but us three were very calm.

Kim Jae-ho who wore a mask for the first time squirmed as if very uncomfortable, but fortunately he stayed still.

We sat in our seats in order. Since we bought economy class seats to save money, it felt cramped. Ray said why are we saving money like cheapskates when we earned a lot, but that’s because he doesn’t know the price of this economy class seat.

‘Even this cramped seat costs 30 million won per person!’


Why? Unlike before, escorts were essential.

Two fighter jets flew beside the passenger plane. Those two fighter jets were loaded with hundreds of millions of won worth of anti-monster missiles. The fighter jets modified to fly for long periods looked much more bulky than the ones we used to see.

Cha Song-jin carefully asked me:

“But can those really block flying monsters if they appear?”

“Well, maybe? Actually the success rate isn’t very high. The missiles can only scare them away.”

“W-what? Then it’s a big problem!”

“That’s why I brought you along.”

Cha Song-jin’s face turned pale.

“I’ve never used my ability at such a high altitude.”

“Ah, I should have made you train in advance.”

To be able to use your ability anytime, anywhere, in any situation. Cha Song-jin who heard my words shuddered.

“Don’t worry. The probability of flying monsters appearing is very low.”

“B-but it’s not zero.”

“Wake me up when the in-flight meal comes.”

Han Seo-hyeon said that and put earplugs in his ears. He even put on an eye mask snugly. Cha Song-jin lost his words seeing that nonchalant appearance.

“You should rest comfortably too.”

“H-how can I sleep when monsters might appear!”

“Well, you’ll know even if you’re sleeping if monsters appear?”

“That’s not comforting at all!”

I shrugged my shoulders and closed my eyes. I heard Cha Song-jin grumbling something, but I didn’t pay attention.


There were still over 10 hours left until we arrived in America, and this was the only time we could rest.

* * *

Our destination was Utah, but where we arrived was Los Angeles Airport. There are only two airports regular passenger planes can go to – Los Angeles and New York.

Today we’ll roughly stay in Las Vegas and tomorrow we plan to find transportation to go to Utah.

Everyone got off the plane with tired faces and went down to find their luggage.

Cha Song-jin didn’t sleep at all in the end.

“Urgh, I feel like I’m dying.”

“I told you to rest.”

How foolish. I shook my head looking at Cha Song-jin’s face.

I’m not sure if he’ll pass immigration properly.

While going to find our luggage, I briefly explained our mercenary group’s information again.

“Our mercenary group’s name is Golden Day.”

“Are you serious?”

“I made it roughly with the wish to earn a lot of money.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon immediately muttered:

“It’s lame.”

“We’re only going to use it once anyway, so there’s no use coming up with a cool name.”

Actually, I wanted to use the name ‘Ark’ that we used last time in Australia, but we’re already wanted so I had no choice.

Urgh, it’s maddening how much I regret that name. It was a really cool name with the hope of becoming an ark that saves people of the world.

Then I realized. Our mercenary group doesn’t need a cool name! Why? Because we don’t know when and where our identity will be exposed!

This time too, I registered our mercenary group’s average grade as 5-star.

It was a grade that could apply for C-grade Gates like last time, or B-grade if we’re lucky.

We’d have to cooperate with other mercenary groups to enter B-grade Gates, so I’m thinking of just handling C-grade Gates if possible.

Fortunately, immigration was finished simply.

Because this is the first screening. Even mercenary groups had to go through an agency to be active in America.

In fact, agencies were in charge of monitoring hunters active in America.

It means they trust the eyes of agencies who can observe hunters up close and confirm their skills more than immigration that has to judge people with just a few documents.

We who came without contracting with an agency in Korea in advance had to contract with an agency designated by the country at the airport.

[I’m Norman Byron from Salt Bread Agency.]

The person who introduced himself as Norman was a man in his 30s with bright blonde hair and a tall height of about 180cm.

Judging by his fairly good physique for an office worker, it seemed he also did field work.

“Who is that person?”

“The agency. Be nice to him. If that person says we should be kicked out, we’ll have to pack our bags and go back anytime.”

“Okay.”

By the way, the agency name being Salt Bread, it’s lame.

—Is that something you can say after making a mercenary group named Golden Day because you want to earn money?

‘Ahem.’

Anyway, judging by the ordinary name, it didn’t seem to be a high-level agency.

Norman’s suit in front of us was neat, but the cuffs were worn and the watch on his wrist was also an outdated design.

Well, it would be strange for a good agency to be attached to us who are just a C-grade mercenary group.

Norman calmly stated the contract terms.

The agency will take care of all the miscellaneous matters while staying here. Miscellaneous matters refer to all the chores from finding accommodation, meals, transportation, etc. They’ll provide a kind of management so we can focus only on conquering Gates.

In return, what we have to do is conquer the Gates proposed by the agency. Since it’s difficult to even enter Gates without going through an agency in the first place, it wasn’t particularly unfair terms.

And letting the agency handle the by-products from those Gates. For reference, the fee for all this management was 40% of all profits.

If you calculate the normal fee with lots of skimming in the middle, it would be about 60%. It was profiteering, but understandable if they handle all the annoying tasks.

However, there was one contract item that needed to be modified.

[We’d like to keep some of the monster corpses.]

Since monsters account for most of the profits from Gates, it was customary to hand over all monster corpses to the agency.

But we needed the corpses.

[Hmm, then we’ll have to adjust the fee a bit.]

[Well, do as you please.]

Because money isn’t a problem. Whew, to think such words would come out of my mouth. I think I didn’t even have 300,000 won in my bank account until a year ago, it’s emotional.

‘As expected, you need to bite a sucker well…’

Thank you Professor Geum! I sent words of thanks to our helper who wasn’t here.

After finishing the agency contract, Norman stood up and asked me:

[If you’re planning to stay here today, I’ll guide you to accommodations. Or will you depart for Utah right away?]

[Let’s rest well today and depart tomorrow.]

[Yes, then I’ll inform you of some simple precautions on the way to the accommodations.]

The precautions Norman mentioned were literally simple.

To sum it up in one sentence, report all our actions. Wherever we go, wherever we stay, everything.

We had to accompany Norman continuously outside of Gates. It was also essential to contact immediately after conquering a Gate.

I nodded while listening to those few precautions.

The rules are simple, but the price for breaking them is harsh.

America is famous for ruthlessly punishing awakeners who commit crimes.

[I understand. We’ll keep it in mind.]

“Y-you speak English well.”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, I shrugged my shoulders.

“If you’re locked in a room with a foreigner for about a month, it improves extremely quickly.”

“I-I don’t want to do that.”

“Experience is most important to improve a foreign language. There are locals here too, so why don’t you practice simple conversation?”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s shoulders trembled.

“I-I absolutely won’t talk to them!”

Do you think opportunities like this with native speakers walking around are common?

“Don’t if you don’t want to.”

It’s a shame. Confidence is key for foreign languages.
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The hotel Norman guided us to was located on the outskirts of Las Vegas.

The hotel that looked old as if built a long time ago smelled musty.

Still, this was quite decent.

Norman who returned to us delivered not-so-welcome news.

[Unfortunately, only two rooms are left since mercenary companies flocked here all at once.]

Hmm, it seems I wasn’t the only one who heard there were many jobs in Utah recently.

[Two is enough.]

[Well, two of you will have to sleep in the same bed.]

Oh, this isn’t welcome news at all. But there are only these rooms available, so what can we do? We could insist on getting different accommodations, but I didn’t want to cause conflict with the agency from the first day.

Norman who handed me the hotel key card said:

[You must contact us before going outside the designated accommodations. I’d appreciate it if you stay in the hotel as much as possible.]

It meant don’t cause trouble.

I nodded briefly.

As Norman said, there were two rooms in total.

One small room with a queen-sized bed and one medium-sized room with two single beds. The room with the queen-sized bed didn’t even have a separate sofa, so we had no choice but to sleep close together.

If it were home, I’d just say sleep on the floor, but people here even wear shoes indoors. It’s a bit much to say sleep on the dirty carpet.

So two people have to sleep in the same bed, and the problem is how to decide those two people.

Before I could say anything, Han Seo-hyeon said with a shudder:

“I absolutely hate it.”

How prickly. I wouldn’t live to see tomorrow if I chose Han Seo-hyeon.


I glanced at Kim Jae-ho. Kim Jae-ho seemed to have no thoughts, but knowing Kim Jae-ho’s rough sleeping habits, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him to sleep together.

But telling Cha Song-jin to go, the pitiful face I saw last time weighed on my mind.

Is this the kind of tremendous decision the leader of an organization has to take on?

Responsibility weighed heavily on my shoulders.

—Are you not thinking of going yourself?

‘Shouldn’t someone at the boss level not have to make such sacrifices?’

I deliberately ignored Ray’s words.

Yeah, I’ve decided. I guess you can only be called a proper leader if you make such important decisions.

“Hmm, let’s draw lots.”

—I thought you’d come up with a plausible solution since you were saying something grand. What leader’s responsibility?

‘But isn’t this the fairest method!’

Rather than being resented no matter who I put together, I’ll direct that resentment to the lots. I don’t care how the results turn out, it’s a strategy.

And those results were…

“…”

“Th-the results seem strange…”

I closed my eyes tightly seeing Han Seo-hyeon’s fierce gaze and Cha Song-jin’s dying expression.

To think they’d end up together like this.

But if I overturned the results, I could be cursed by the fair lot god.

“It can’t be helped, since the results came out like this.”

I pulled Han Seo-hyeon close and whispered softly:


“Don’t torment him too much. See you tomorrow.”

Since Han Seo-hyeon who heard my words now started to look at me like he wanted to kill me, I decided to run away quickly.

“Jae-ho hyung!”

“Whoa, I told you. It’s a result decided fairly. We’re going!”

I led Kim Jae-ho and quickly came over to our room. As soon as we entered the room, Ray’s nagging started pouring out.

—You put them together knowing their relationship is the worst! Why didn’t you just change it properly?

‘Then their relationship would be a mess forever. Won’t their relationship improve if they clash through an opportunity like this?’

—So how many friends do you have?

‘…I should sleep early today for tomorrow.’

How petty to attack with facts.

* * *

Han Seo-hyeon sighed and glared at the queen-sized bed.

Damn lot drawing. That damn boss! To think he didn’t change it even though he clearly knew we don’t get along!

No matter how many times he cursed internally, the result didn’t change.

“C-can I come in?”

Han Seo-hyeon sighed looking at Cha Song-jin hesitating behind him. Han Seo-hyeon, who made way, took clothes out of his backpack and spread them on the carpet floor. Cha Song-jin who saw that carefully spoke up:

“Wh-what are you doing?”

Han Seo-hyeon frowned and glared at Cha Song-jin looking at him with a terrified face. He really didn’t like how he shrank even more than usual and looked at him just because they were alone.

Moreover, what’s with that awkward formal speech? Han Seo-hyeon whose pride was hurt decided to speak formally too.

“You sleep on the bed. I’ll sleep here.”


“Uh, that can’t be.”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon scrunched his face.

“Then what, are you saying we should sleep together on that bed?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s disgusted expression, Cha Song-jin got upset too.

“I don’t want to sleep together either! But that doesn’t mean I want you to sleep on the floor like that. And so unilaterally!”

It was better than saying I’ll sleep on the bed so you lie on the floor, but he didn’t want him to just suddenly lie on the floor without any conversation like this.

Shouldn’t we at least talk?

“I can just sleep…”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon immediately said:

“Then what would Boss think of me? He’d think I threatened you and took the bed for myself.”

“What?”

“I won’t say anything so just sleep there.”

At those words, Cha Song-jin felt wronged.

‘Do you know how much your boss adores you! He wouldn’t think that!’

“I’ll sleep so don’t talk to me.”

How prettily he speaks! Cha Song-jin really wanted to ignore him, but still, that kid was only eighteen this year.

“Then at least take the blanket.”

Han Seo-hyeon ignored those words and lay down on the floor. Cha Song-jin sighed and just fiddled with the blanket. He thought about throwing the blanket over him, but gave up fearing what she’d say.

‘Why does he hate me so much? To the point of not even wanting to talk…’

Sleep didn’t come easily. How many times did he toss and turn on the bed like that? Soon Han Seo-hyeon’s grumbling flew in.

“Could you be quiet?”

“…Sorry.”

There was no answer to Cha Song-jin’s apology. Cha Song-jin swallowed his breath. He couldn’t even toss and turn freely fearing curses would fly if he moved his body once more.

‘It’s so uncomfortable!’

He suddenly felt resentful towards Kang Yi-sin. To make him share a room with this most uncomfortable person!

How long had he been groaning like that? A strange sound came from the floor.

“Urgh, urgh…”

The sound of someone groaning. It was Han Seo-hyeon. Cha Song-jin slightly opened his eyes and looked at Han Seo-hyeon. Han Seo-hyeon lying on his side was groaning with both fists clenched.

‘Is he having a nightmare?’

If it were someone else, he would have shaken them awake or done something, but Han Seo-hyeon was an exception.

‘What would I hear again.’

Han Seo-hyeon didn’t hide that he disliked Cha Song-jin. No, rather he was impatient because he couldn’t show it enough. Even today.

‘Let’s pretend not to know. Whatever I say, he’ll dislike it…’

If that kid gets angry, he doesn’t have confidence to win either.

He had seen Han Seo-hyeon’s ability very well until now. Not only could he freely handle the dead, but he could even control sand using black magic power.

So let’s just stay still.

I don’t need to wake her up whether she has a nightmare or not.

“Hyung…”

Hyung? Cha Song-jin searched his memories.

Ah, come to think of it, he had read such an article.

Cha Song-jin belatedly looked into Weltschmerz with the tablet PC he borrowed by giving Kim Jae-ho snacks.

Most things about Weltschmerz were rumors, but it was different for Han Seo-hyeon. All kinds of information was uploaded because he was the only one whose identity was properly revealed among Weltschmerz.

‘Come to think of it, that kid’s brother died quite miserably.’

He saw that he was found murdered as a victim of an illegal Gate incident. Though Kang Yi-sin was pointed out as a suspect in that murder case… Seeing how he’s living well here, that must have been a false accusation too.

The reason he can’t completely hate him even though he’s a bad guy might be because he came to know those circumstances roughly.

“Sob… S-sorry, hyung…”

It felt wrong to just leave a kid crying while constantly calling his brother, so Cha Song-jin opened his eyes. He was thinking of slightly shaking his body to wake him up rather than letting him have a nightmare.

But Cha Song-jin who opened his eyes was startled at the scene before him.

“Hup!”

White bones. White bones were standing right next to Han Seo-hyeon.

So what I saw that day wasn’t wrong.

Cha Song-jin immediately turned his head and put his body into the blanket.

But it didn’t get better just because he closed his eyes. Rather, because he closed his eyes, the sound of bones clattering was heard too well and gave him goosebumps.

Damn it, damn it, damn it!

‘Wh-what on earth is that!’

It was terrifyingly scary.

Of course, he couldn’t sleep a wink that night.

* * *

“Didn’t I tell you to sleep well yesterday?”

Unlike Han Seo-hyeon who looked well-rested to anyone, Cha Song-jin’s face was extremely gloomy.

“Don’t tell me you were bullied yesterday?”

“I didn’t! Really! I didn’t bully him at all!”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon shouted as if wronged.

While glaring at Cha Song-jin, it was a gaze where you could immediately understand what it means that you can kill someone with your eyes.

It was a joke… It wasn’t the atmosphere for jokes.

I hoped their relationship would get a little better, but it seems their relationship got even worse.

—Isn’t it a thief’s mindset to just put kids who don’t get along together and hope their relationship improves?

‘Well, the balance doesn’t grow on its own just because you put money in the bank account.’

It means nothing is achieved without effort.

—That’s right, you fool!

‘I should talk to them soon.’

—I’m not sure if anything will happen just because you step in.

‘Isn’t it better than just leaving them like this?’

Though Cha Song-jin looked tired like he’d collapse any moment, we couldn’t postpone the schedule.

At my contact, Norman immediately came with a van. Today we’re heading to Utah.

“It takes about five hours to Utah, so get some sleep in the car at least.”

“Okay.”

Cha Song-jin who sat in the chair immediately fell asleep. Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue as if very displeased seeing that sight. I poked Han Seo-hyeon’s side.

“Seo-hyeon.”

“I even gave up my spot yesterday so he could sleep comfortably, I really don’t know why he’s like that. I really didn’t bully him at all.”

It seems he’s really bothered by the joke I made earlier.

“We can’t just leave him here.”

“If we just put him in the room and lock him up…”

“Han Seo-hyeon.”

“I got it.”

He finally closed his mouth after I repeatedly gave him looks.

‘How on earth should I resolve the relationship between the two?’

As Ray said, my side was also a mess when it came to human relationships, so I had no idea how to resolve this kind of situation now.

I want to roughly say something like, um, hold hands and make up! But that wouldn’t work at all.

Well, if I leave them like this, it feels like their relationship will just get worse and worse.

I don’t know! For now, should I think about how to conquer Gates after going to Utah?

—Forget resolving, you’re just running away!

‘Don’t you know that sometimes running away can be the answer?’

—Yeah, it’s an answer. The problem is that it’s the wrong answer!
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“Those damn bastards.”

Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol was furious.

Several days had passed since the villains of the Top were captured by the Awakener Crimes Department, but Chu Ma-geol still couldn’t get any information about them.

The security of the Awakener Crimes Department had been further strengthened due to the disappearance of a key witness against Weltschmerz who came from China.

He wanted to rush in there right away to rescue those guys, but he couldn’t charge into the most heavily guarded place in Korea without any information.

The Puppeteer said calmly:

“That place is an iron fortress. Even if it’s the old man, if he goes there…”

No matter how corrupt the Awakener Crimes Department had become, the prison holding serious criminals couldn’t be lax.

As time passed, Chu Ma-geol shook his legs worrying about Gemini trapped in there. He didn’t care about the other guys, but he didn’t want to leave Gemini there.

“That little thing might be going through who knows what hardships now!”

Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol didn’t dislike that small kid who teased him but acted cute. No, to be honest, he cherished her like his own flesh and blood.

“We have to save those guys somehow.”

While Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol was fretting like that, the Puppeteer delivered new information.

Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin had approached them.

Using the puppet’s mouth, Seol Rok-jin said:

“I’ll help you with the escape.”

“How?”

“We’ll think of the method, Blood Demon just do what you do best.”

At those words, the Blood Demon burst into laughter.

And he did what he does best.


* * *

The day we arrived in Utah, instead of rushing the next schedule, we went into the hotel and collapsed.

The journey that was supposed to take 5 hours ended after 8 hours. Because traffic was so congested around us.

It wasn’t like returning home for Korean holidays, and it was the first time I saw America’s usually empty roads jammed like this.

[What on earth is happening?]

[Well, Gate occurrences around Utah have exploded recently. Mercenary groups all flocked this way after hearing that news. Though half of that crowd is probably agencies and merchants.]

[Gate occurrences exploded?]

[Yes.]

I haven’t seen such articles. Norman added at my gaze demanding explanation:

[Since so many mercenary groups are gathering, there shouldn’t be any Gate breaks. There’s no word of high-grade Gates opening yet either. Rather, it’s lucky for Golden Day. The increase in Gate occurrences also means the number of Gates that can be conquered has increased.]

I roughly nodded to Norman who continued explaining with a nonchalant face as if saying not to worry.

Certainly, I had no memory of any problems breaking out around here. The problem is that I can’t trust that memory. My past self had no interest in what happened overseas.

‘I was busy groveling under Seol Rok-jin. So do you have any hunches?’

—Gates increasing, well… My memory isn’t perfect either.

‘You’re not helpful at all.’

—What do you mean, my existence alone is helpful to you. Tsk, anyway, it’s not a good sign. The mana concentration being this high is strange.

As Ray said, the mana concentration around here was strange. I could feel the sense of discomfort as soon as I got out of the car.

“Doesn’t the mana concentration seem thicker than other places?”

At my words, Kim Jae-ho, who had the sharpest senses among us, immediately nodded. Han Seo-hyeon, who initially tilted his head at my words, quietly closed his eyes to feel the mana and soon agreed with me.

“It certainly feels like the air is a bit heavier.”


“I heard Gate occurrences have increased around here recently. It’s either the effect of that, or Gates are appearing more because mana has increased.”

“Either way, I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

I also nodded at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. But one fortunate thing is…

As long as Cha Song-jin is here, we can escape once in a crisis situation.

Han Seo-hyeon, who noticed the person at the end of my gaze, pouted his lips.

As soon as we arrived at the accommodation, the mobile phone signal that hadn’t worked in the middle of the road was caught and the accumulated messages arrived all at once.

All the messages were from Nam Ju-hyeon. I thought it would be complaints about Xie Haozhu that had been pouring in for the past few days, but information different from what I expected was contained in the message window.

“The villains of the Top escaped.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s shoulders trembled finely.

“R-really?”

“Yeah. The Awakener Crimes Department headquarters was blown up in the process. Looks like the Blood Demon really went on a rampage.”

I didn’t think the villains of the Top would stay quietly imprisoned forever, but the damage was bigger than expected.

It’s not just at the level of saying the damage was big, it should be called tremendous damage. Right away, ten awakeners belonging to the Awakener Crimes Department died and the detention center was half-destroyed, allowing other criminals imprisoned there to escape too.

Since this didn’t happen in the past, I have no idea how this damage will shake the Awakener Crimes Department.

One thing for sure is that Seol Rok-jin planned all this.

‘I wonder what he’ll do using this as an excuse.’

We barely covered up the terrorism, and now he’s moved on to shaking up the Awakener Crimes Department.

I was worried about Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san who would enter that Awakener Crimes Department, but I deliberately shook off that thought. Because I decided not to care about that guy anymore.

‘They’ll manage somehow…’

No, why do you have to enter the Awakener Crimes Department at a time like this!


According to the CCTV left at the scene, the culprits were Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol and the Puppeteer. The Puppeteer’s movements were overshadowed by the Blood Demon’s overwhelming performance. Though I’m not sure if it can be called a performance…

All that remained where Blood Demon Chu Ma-geol passed was blood. Only blood. No flesh, nothing. They can’t even find proper corpses, so the Awakener Crimes Department can’t properly announce the death toll now.

They have to identify people just by blood splatters scattered here and there. Thanks to that, Korea has been turned upside down.

Nam Ju-hyeon tried to somehow calm public opinion, but it was impossible. Well, dozens of sensational news would pour out every day.

In short, Korea is in an uproar.

It means one more homework to solve if we go to Korea.

For now, I decided to focus on the matters here.

Unlike Los Angeles which completely conquered Gate breaks and started managing Gates, Utah still hasn’t dealt with all the monsters that popped out from Gate breaks.

What does that mean? It meant there was a ‘wall’ here like in Australia.

A line of defense to block monsters, there must be monsters roaming outside that wall. Though the situation won’t be as serious as Australia, we certainly had to be careful.

Norman found accommodations for us to stay inside this wall.

[I barely found a place. It’s not a good place but…]

[Anywhere is fine. We’d rather not go to a hotel.]

Just finding a place inside the wall amidst this crowd is a good job for a C-grade mercenary company agency.

If not, we would have had to stay at a hotel outside the wall, and it would have been very inconvenient when going to and from Gates.

The accommodation inside the wall was similar to Australia. Two bunk beds were placed inside a container box equipped with a bathroom and kitchen. I thought it was impressive they found a 4-person room.

It was definitely a worse environment than a hotel, but instead the procedures for going out of the wall were greatly simplified.

Staying in this accommodation itself meant you were a mercenary contracted with an agency.

We unpacked our luggage at the accommodation and came outside. The atmosphere was incomparably more relaxed than Australia.

Certainly, ‘lively’ suited here better than ‘desperate’. Everyone’s faces were full of confidence too.

We moved our steps following Norman who was waiting. Norman, who boarded a special van inside the wall, seated us and briefly briefed us about the Gate we would conquer today.

We will conquer a Gate estimated to be C-grade, located 15 minutes away from here. We have to ride the van like this when going, so contact us when the conquest is over.

If the conquest isn’t completed for over a week, they’ll dispatch a rescue team, but in that case, additional costs may be incurred.

Norman’s face looked calm as he spoke those long words.

Is it because he’s a professional who has repeated such things countless times?

I listened to all those words with an excited heart. After Norman’s explanation ended, I translated the contents for the team members.

Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho nodded calmly, but Cha Song-jin’s expression was still not good.

“It’s just a C-grade Gate, what’s the big deal? We went to an S-grade Gate before.”

“There were really terrible things there.”

I nodded at Cha Song-jin’s dispirited words. That’s right.

“It’ll be much better than then.”

Even at my comfort, Cha Song-jin’s expression didn’t brighten.

“Think of it as gaining experience. This experience will be helpful wherever you go later.”

“Okay.”

Norman dropped us off in front of the Gate and left.

Before entering the Gate, I checked my backpack one last time.

Even if it’s a C-grade Gate, we shouldn’t take it lightly.

There was a conquest team that stupidly lost their lives after entering a Gate with an ocean climate before. As many as four teams were wiped out in a Gate that was just C-grade.

I heard the fifth conquest team that entered barely succeeded in conquering it when a freezing ability user made and floated a raft of ice.

Well, our team can roughly respond in any environment since I’m here, but still, being thorough is better than anything.

Thorough preparation was always needed when entering a Gate.

“You packed the pork belly well, right?”

“Yes.”

Han Seo-hyeon seemed to glance at me as if I was a bit pathetic, but I heard pork belly grilled inside a Gate is so delicious!

After confirming preparations were complete, I lined everyone up.

Kim Jae-ho, Han Seo-hyeon, Cha Song-jin, and me last. We lined up in this order and passed through the green Gate. We blinked with tense expressions, but fortunately the scenery that unfolded before our eyes was a very beautiful forest.

“We’re lucky.”

A forest terrain with optimal temperature that’s neither too hot nor too cold. The situation wasn’t bad.

But the problem with this forest terrain is that we don’t know what monsters might be beyond that dense forest.

If there were traces of humans left, we could roughly infer which world we fell into and have a sense of what monsters might appear, but in a world with no characteristics like this, we have no idea what monsters might pop out.

The densely grown trees are also a problem. They’ll hide the monsters’ traces until they approach close.

But nothing can be an obstacle to us.

At my eye signal, Han Seo-hyeon infused magic power into his staff. Black sand flowed out and scattered around, and a hound imbued with black magic appeared in the air.

We have the strongest source of information.
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Inside Gates, hunters become prey rather than predators, unbecoming of their name. All elements inside Gates are adjusted to favor monsters, and hunters are intruders infiltrating there.

The most dangerous time for hunters is the first day after entering a Gate. Because it’s time to adapt to a world they’re thrown into without proper knowledge.

But our situation was different.

As long as we have Han Seo-hyeon who can scrape up all the information in this Gate, we will never be hunted.

“Three are approaching from the west. They’re with a monster that looks like a dog.”

“Scouts.”

I pictured the monster Han Seo-hyeon described in my mind.

A monster with a lion’s face with long brown mane, human body, and walking on two legs with snake’s claws.

One thing came to mind.

For now, I need to see those guys with my own eyes to be sure.

I signaled to Kim Jae-ho with my eyes.

“We two will go. You two stay here.”

“Okay.”

For once, Han Seo-hyeon nodded silently.

Leaving the two behind, Kim Jae-ho and I moved our bodies up into the trees. All the trees densely filling this forest had thick branches and trunks.

We easily moved between trees as tall as 30m. It felt refreshing, like kicking through the air. While moving between trunks and branches, Han Seo-hyeon kept informing me:

[11 o’clock from Boss’s position.]

When I turned my head towards the direction Han Seo-hyeon told me, three monsters that looked like hybrids of lions and humans immediately came into view.

I slowly examined the guys slowly advancing towards us leading one glossy black dog, from atop a tree branch.

Over 2m tall, robust forearms. And crude bronze armor worn to protect their bodies.


They were Lion Heads as I expected.

The dog raised its head towards us as if sensing our scent carried on the wind. Before the dog could bark, Kim Jae-ho’s dagger flew through the air first.

After confirming Kim Jae-ho’s thrown dagger stuck into the dog’s neck consecutively, I created ice spears in the air.

The time from the ice spears being created to them piercing into the guys was instantaneous.

The perfect surprise attack timing that took their breath away didn’t give the monsters time to react.

With sounds of thud thud digging into the ground, the Lion Heads’ bodies were pierced right through by the ice spears.

Two Lion Heads died without making any sound.

Ting—!

But one Lion Head succeeded in deflecting my ice spear. It was an amazing reflex worthy of admiration.

The Lion Head who deflected the ice spear with the sword in his hand let out an angry roar at the death of his companions and dog.

Grroar!

His gaze immediately turned towards me hiding between trees.

“Good, you were the leader.”

But unfortunately, he was left alone, and his sword couldn’t reach me floating in the air.

I consecutively floated five ice spears in the air simultaneously.

“Your opponent is too bad.”

The guy’s attention was drawn to the ice spears appearing in the air, but actually the real danger isn’t me.

Kim Jae-ho who had somehow gone behind the guy waved his hand, and the dagger stuck in the dog’s nape moved.

The dagger flying through the air instantly pierced through the Lion Head’s body. But the dagger just stuck in the guy’s thick skin. The dagger that missed vital points couldn’t kill him.

So finishing off the guy writhing in pain was my job.


The five ice spears floating in the air simultaneously pierced into the guy’s body and his struggle stopped.

Only the sound of blood dripping from the monster pierced by ice spears wetting the ground could be heard.

“Good, it’s over.”

In an instant, three Lion Heads and one scout dog were dealt with.

I lightly threw my body down from the tree. Kim Jae-ho who had seeped into the shadows also raised his body.

When I canceled the summoned ice spears, the monsters’ corpses that were stiffly stuck in the ground crashed to the floor. After neatly arranging the monsters, Han Seo-hyeon arrived shortly after.

“It ended quickly.”

“Thanks to you, of course.”

They would be quite tricky opponents if we clashed head-on, but it was our perfect victory since we kept our distance and surprised them.

“This monster’s name is Lion Head. They’re tricky if you fight in close quarters, but their magic resistance is low so it’s best to deal with them from afar with magic.”

“By the way, couldn’t you have killed them more cleanly?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I turned my eyes to the Lion Head corpses. The Lion Head corpses pierced by thick ice spears were, well, honestly it was close to a miracle they were sticking together in one piece.

“Ah.”

Come to think of it, what Han Seo-hyeon needed was corpses as clean as possible. I scratched the back of my neck.

“I’ll handle them more cleanly next time.”

“Please be mindful. If the corpses are messy, there’s less I can do.”

“Got it.”

“Jae-ho hyung did well, this dog monster is quite usable.”

“Yeah.”

Meanwhile, to even recognize and praise the monster Kim Jae-ho handled.


Damn it! Next time, I’ll be the one to receive praise.

—I’m not sure who the boss is here.

Ahem, I got back to the main point.

“Anyway, the presence of Lion Heads means there’s a high chance the clear point of this Gate will be occupying their base. These guys live in groups.”

Usually, Gates are cleared by destroying Lion Head habitats.

I’d like to look for hidden elements, but it seemed there wouldn’t be any hidden elements for such a simple mission. Gates like this are discovered by dozens or hundreds.

The problem is that the process of destroying the Lion Head habitat isn’t easy.

“It’s a bit much for a C-grade mercenary group to handle.”

Lion Head habitats usually have about twenty to thirty living there. Lion Heads have low intelligence, but they have the characteristic of getting stronger as they gather due to good teamwork.

Especially their method of using their sturdy bodies as shields to create attack opportunities for their companions was desperate but always effective.

Before you know it, you’d often be surrounded by those guys while trapped by Lion Head corpses.

Usually, the limit of Lion Heads a C-grade mercenary group could handle at once was about five, so the general approach was to chip away at the Lion Heads’ forces bit by bit instead of directly attacking the Lion Head base.

Like dealing with guys who came out to scout like earlier, and setting traps to lure them out of their habitat.

But our choice was different.

“There’s no need to waste time unnecessarily.”

The time it took us to kill three was less than a minute. Even if there are many, I don’t think Lion Heads will threaten us.

So we decided to attack their habitat right away.

The time it took Han Seo-hyeon to collect all the necessary information was just one hour.

Right after information gathering was complete, we immediately raided that habitat.

To deal with those guys as cleanly as possible, I held a dagger instead of using magic.

If you cut the carotid artery, most living things can’t control their body, unless it’s a troll with regeneration ability. Even if it’s not an immediately fatal wound, guys with cut arteries soon lose strength and collapse.

I cut, cut, and cut again.

While I was taking down Lion Heads one by one like that, Kim Jae-ho was flying around. After sprinkling six daggers like rain, Kim Jae-ho hid in shadows and changed position. After appearing behind enemies, he swung a longsword while retrieving daggers. 

If they’re distracted by the sword swinging before their eyes, they’re immediately stabbed by daggers flying from behind. If they pay attention to the daggers, there’s no way to block the sword flying from the front.

Even while fighting alone, he dominated both sides of the enemy. Without anyone teaching him, Kim Jae-ho started handling those tricky daggers perfectly.

It’s such an amazing talent that you can only call it innate genius.

Throwing and catching. He freely moved daggers while jumping between spaces at will.

Later his speed became incredibly fast, and that sight was like one huge, what should I say…

‘It’s like a blender.’

—Sometimes I’m at a loss for words at your cheap expressiveness.

‘But doesn’t it look exactly like a blender? Anything that enters that space gets ground up.’

But behind that flashy performance…

“Ah! Jae-ho hyung! Boss comes to his senses, and why is Jae-ho hyung going crazy! How am I supposed to use something chopped up in pieces like this!”

Han Seo-hyeon’s nagging followed. Kim Jae-ho made a wronged expression, but even I saw there was no room for excuses.

Well, there wasn’t a single intact part on the Lion Head corpses Kim Jae-ho handled.

“This is, what. You said to handle them prettily.”

We were nonchalant despite that terrible sight, but Cha Song-jin was different.

“Urgh, urk.”

Cha Song-jin dry heaved looking at us covered in blood. Kim Jae-ho tilted his head.

“Did you eat something bad?”

“He saw something bad, that friend did.”

I clicked my tongue.

—How did he travel with the Top guys being so weak-hearted?

‘That’s why he couldn’t adapt.’

I wish he’d adapt somehow. It’s a scene he’ll have to see countless times from now on.

When I cut off the breath of the last Lion Head that was still breathing, an escape Gate appeared right before our eyes.

I turned on the power of the Gate maintenance device I had installed in advance.

Like that, our first Gate conquest took less than a full day. After coming outside, I immediately contacted Norman.

Norman was surprised at our contact.

[…You’re saying you already handled it?]

[Well, we have quite a bit of experience despite how we look…]

This kind of conversation was fine anyway.

[When can you come?]

I desperately needed a shower.

* * *

That evening we went to the container and slept like the dead. Norman was flustered at my words wanting to conquer a Gate right the next day, but we were able to be guided to the second Gate right away.

Taking the first day as a lesson, this time we specially brought additional artifacts.

—You’re acting uncharacteristically neat.

‘What do you mean uncharacteristic! Do you mean I usually look dirty or something?’

—It’s not that, but it’s amazing that you insist on showering even inside a Gate like this.

‘Ugh, if I skip showering for just one day, my whole body gets sticky and I can’t stand it.’

If it was a completely impossible situation I’d endure, but can’t I do it if I just bring artifacts in advance?

—It’s fortunate you’re not doing things like summoning water to wash.

‘Well that’s much less efficient.’

A portable shower is much better. Like that, we came carrying loads of luggage and soon encountered C-grade monster Groundogs.

I frowned as soon as I confirmed the Groundogs. Why? Because I had very unpleasant memories with those guys.

They were the guys who interfered with me at the moment of destruction.

When the guys rushed at me, I ducked my head to avoid them and then drew my dagger.

My sword accurately pierced between their ribs. Hot blood splattered on my face. Kim Jae-ho didn’t stay still either. Daggers flew and stuck into the guys’ heads.

A group of Groundogs was dealt with in an instant.

“Can I try what I wanted to do today?”

I nodded at Han Seo-hyeon’s question.

The beasts we killed were immediately undead-ified by Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power, leaving only bones. The skeleton bones imbued with black magic power turned black, and Han Seo-hyeon smiled brightly.

The black bones piled up neatly in Han Seo-hyeon’s fist.

“I thought you were making skeletons.”

“That’s good too, but I wanted to test bone bombs.”

“Is it your first time making them with beast bones?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded shyly.

“Okay, give it a try.”

Han Seo-hyeon threw a bone about the size of a finger joint in front. And simultaneously, Han Seo-hyeon’s black magic power squirmed.

The bone that received Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power exploded and completely blew away the surroundings.

“Huh!”

The explosive power was so great that my body was pushed back a couple steps for a moment. I hurriedly drew out magic power to create a barrier against fragments flying around.

When I opened my eyes like that, what I saw was a huge crater.

“Wow.”

The destructive power was greater than expected. To think it’s this much from exploding just a small size about one finger joint?

“We’ll have to be careful using this.”
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When we finished conquering even the second Gate in just one day, Norman’s gaze towards me changed.

[You’re really fast.]

[It wasn’t such a difficult Gate.]

Despite my excuse, suspicion mixed into Norman’s gaze.

[Are you really a C-grade mercenary group?]

Isn’t he suspecting too quickly after we just cleared two Gates?

—You didn’t even try to hide it.

‘It’s a place we’ll leave soon anyway. Plus it’s just C-grade Gates.’

Even if he’s suspicious, there’s nothing Norman can do if I insist.

[We’re a C-grade mercenary group that’s rolled around a lot. We’ve cleared countless Gates like this. You would have known if you checked our records.]

[Records not through American agencies aren’t recognized.]

So he didn’t check? That’s unfortunate for Professor Geum who worked hard to fabricate records.

Norman cleared his throat and continued speaking while glancing at me:

[We’ll settle up once the corpses inside the Gate are processed. Ahem, the next conquest…]

[Tomorrow should be fine too.]

[Uh, you’ve already handled two Gates in a row. Don’t you need rest?]

I nodded. What’s there to drag out time for?

I wanted to clear as many Gates as possible before problems arise, and my condition was actually fine.

Norman eventually nodded at my request. Though he said not to overdo it, I could feel his belief that we would easily clear another Gate.

Certainly, clearing two Gates in two days was an impossibly fast speed.


But far from being tired, I actually felt refreshed like I properly moved my body after a long time.

For me, even if I get tired, it’s not a problem since I can recover my body through regeneration.

Kim Jae-ho has monstrous stamina even without regeneration, and Han Seo-hyeon isn’t the type to move his body much so he won’t be tired.

Ironically, the most exhausted in our mercenary company was Cha Song-jin who didn’t do anything.

This is why basic physical strength is important.

—You cleared two Gates in two days. It’s understandable to be tired.

‘Didn’t you say things like you did even worse than this in your time?’

—Still, look at that guy. Tsk, so frail.

Certainly, Cha Song-jin was too weak compared to us.

He absolutely couldn’t keep up with us in mental strength or physical strength. This is all because he didn’t exercise properly. The saying that a healthy mind dwells in a healthy body is right.

‘I guess I need to roll him more…’

Cha Song-jin trembled finely at my gaze.

“W-why are you looking at me with those eyes?”

“What’s wrong with my gaze?”

* * *

After returning to the container, I immediately picked up and put on outdoor clothes.

“I’ll go buy some food. Get up, let’s go together.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin opened his round eyes wide.

“With me?”

“Yeah, you didn’t do much today anyway, right?”


At those words, Cha Song-jin gaped. He looked wronged. Well, there’s no way Cha Song-jin who’s not in the combat team could do anything in the Gate. But it can’t be helped.

This is the only excuse to talk with Cha Song-jin without raising suspicion. At my eye signal, Cha Song-jin gritted his teeth and got up.

As I moved my steps towards the grocery store with Cha Song-jin, I casually opened my mouth:

“Don’t misunderstand what I said earlier. I just said that to bring you out.”

“To bring me out?”

“Yeah, there’s something I’ve wanted to say for a while.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s shoulders trembled. Yeah, this is the problem. I opened my mouth while examining Cha Song-jin’s very tense face:

“You don’t need to be so afraid of us. You know we won’t hurt you, right?”

Still, Cha Song-jin had stayed with us for several weeks. He may still find us uncomfortable and dislike us, but I hoped he knew we weren’t dangerous to him.

“Surely you don’t really think we’ll hurt you? If you thought that, I want to say that’s a misunderstanding. It’s funny to say this after always forcing you to do this and that, but.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s stiff shoulders loosened a bit. Cha Song-jin who was glancing at me slowly opened his mouth:

“I know you won’t hurt me either. But still…”

“But still?”

“I’m just instinctively scared. You’re strong, ruthless, so ruthless means…”

Cha Song-jin bit his lip. Cha Song-jin was similar to Nam Ju-hyeon but different. Unlike Nam Ju-hyeon who always said she was scared but soon started treating me comfortably, Cha Song-jin was still deeply afraid of us.

Instinct, huh. Yeah, that can happen.

“But seeing us often, you didn’t… get used to it.”

Cha Song-jin’s expression answered for him. I scratched my cheek.

“I’ll try to restrain myself so you’re not uncomfortable from now on.”

Certainly, too stimulating scenes unfolded in front of someone so timid. How painful must it have been to be forced to watch a gory slasher movie he’s not into from the front row? It was a mistake to think he’d just get used to it someday. I should handle things more prettily from now on.


At my words, Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes.

“Th-thank you.”

“I didn’t say that to hear thanks. There’s something I want to ask.”

“A request?”

“As much as we’re being careful, I was wondering if you could show less that you’re uncomfortable with us.”

I’m not sure if it’s possible, but I had to say it. Not just for my sake.

“Every time you do that, it hurts Seo-hyeon.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin’s expression turned to shock. He must think it’s nonsense. I unconsciously smiled at that expression.

“He may not seem like it, but Seo-hyeon is very sensitive inside.”

Unlike me who became numb enduring Seol Rok-jin, or Kim Jae-ho who’s not interested in others’ thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon had a delicate personality.

He’s only eighteen, and since he’s only been ostracized by others his whole life, he couldn’t form a proper personality. And he experienced his only family being murdered in the middle of puberty.

Han Seo-hyeon came to cherish Weltschmerz, us, because we completely accepted him.

So he can’t stand people who reject him. It’s like stimulating trauma every time Cha Song-jin gives him that kind of look.

That’s why Han Seo-hyeon dislikes Cha Song-jin. Because Cha Song-jin fears Han Seo-hyeon.

Fear comes from ignorance. There may be many reasons Cha Song-jin fears Han Seo-hyeon, but not knowing each other is probably the biggest.

“Until the incident happened, Seo-hyeon was a very kind little brother. He listened well to his brother, trained hard at the academy, and dreamed of someday succeeding as a hunter and living happily with his brother. And what ruined that dream was…”

“People say it was you. The suspect in Han Jo-hee’s murder case. But that was a false accusation too, right?”

“Yeah. But I’m not completely innocent. So I intend to pay for that sin someday.”

Han Jo-hee ending up like that is ultimately my fault. If it wasn’t for me, Han Jo-hee wouldn’t have died so horribly.

Dying suffering from mana poisoning would have been quite a horrible death too, but at least Han Seo-hyeon wouldn’t have seen his brother’s tortured corpse.

It means my intervention was the worst thing for Han Seo-hyeon personally.

Cha Song-jin was silent at my words. I said to Cha Song-jin:

“Seo-hyeon is an incredibly good kid. To the point of ruining his life to avenge his brother. To the point of still having nightmares from that guilt. You’ve seen it too, right?”

“So you’re saying it’s all your fault he became like this?”

“If it wasn’t for me, he would still be attending hunter academy and living as an ordinary student.”

“That child…”

Cha Song-jin who was about to say something looked at me and said:

“That child still follows you well though. Without any resentment.”

“That’s why he’s a good kid.”

Perhaps what Han Seo-hyeon needs isn’t comrades in a criminal organization led by a half-baked leader like me, but proper psychiatric treatment and a reliable guardian. But I have no intention of letting Han Seo-hyeon go.

I shrugged my shoulders and said:

“I’m a bad person, so even though I say this, I don’t regret bringing him in. Despite everything, I’m always grateful Seo-hyeon is here for us. Instead, I want Seo-hyeon to be happy being with us.”

Because that’s the best I can do for Han Seo-hyeon who I dragged onto this path.

“So I’m telling you. Stop looking at Han Seo-hyeon with that gaze.”

I wonder if my words sound like a threat. I hit Cha Song-jin’s side and said:

“I’m asking. I hope you won’t hurt that child.”

Cha Song-jin who silently listened to my words muttered quietly:

“I understand, I’ll try.”

At those words, I let out a laugh.

“Good, then let’s go shopping now.”

“Are we really going?”

“Yeah! Let’s quickly buy and return before Jae-ho starts yelling he’s hungry.”

* * *

After that, we handled several more Gates without hesitation.

—By the way, you said you’d handle monsters prettily for Cha Song-jin…

‘I froze them prettily, didn’t I?’

—I don’t think freezing them in a star shape is handling them prettily.

‘That was my best effort.’

Of course, getting cursed out by Han Seo-hyeon for freezing monsters in a star shape was a bonus.

But I succeeded in making Cha Song-jin laugh.

Maybe he appreciated my efforts, Cha Song-jin tried his best not to show discomfort after that.

Thanks to that, friction with Han Seo-hyeon also greatly decreased. Though they still don’t talk to each other, their power struggles decreased.

I was satisfied with this much.

‘Hasn’t it gotten better to this extent?’

—Yeah, I feel like I’m going to cry.

The day we came out after handling the seventh Gate, Norman greeted me with a very excited face.

[This is truly an amazing, amazing achievement.]

He made a fuss every time we came out of a Gate until now, but today was worse.

[To conquer seven Gates in ten days. I’ve never seen such speed.]

[It’s possible because they’re C-grade Gates. Hardly any dangerous monsters appear up to C-grade, right?]

Certainly, there were almost no existences that could be called ‘boss’ monsters in C-grade. Just dealing with guys that push with numbers wasn’t difficult for us.

[But still, seven in ten days! With this kind of performance, I think you could challenge B-grade Gates collaborating with other mercenary groups.]

Ah, so this was the main point. I immediately shook my head.

[I’m sorry, but we prefer conquering C-grade Gates.]

[You don’t have any other reasons for avoiding high-grade Gates, do you?]

As expected, we raised suspicion. But I didn’t know he’d ask so directly like this. Well, agencies have great status in America.

—He seems to be completely suspicious.

‘That’s right.’

This is my mistake. It’s just C-grade Gates. I didn’t know we’d receive this much attention for quickly handling mere C-grade Gates in a place with many monstrous talents.

—Hmm, it seems you’ve only seen too amazing guys until now.

Well, even the guys I’ve clashed with recently… were people who enter S-grade Gates like eating rice.

Considering that 7-star grade hunters don’t even make up 1% of the total, the ratio of high-level awakeners around me was ridiculously high.

Anyway, I can’t just let this suspicion pass.

I looked straight into Norman’s eyes and slowly opened my mouth:

[I just want to handle easy Gates. I have nothing to say if I’m pointed at as a coward.]

[A talent like you is afraid of C-grade Gates?]

[There are people like that, right? People who have the ability but don’t want to adventure. I prefer going easy.]

At my words, Norman’s eyes clouded. 

Click, his lock dropped to the floor.

‘Ta-da, problem solved, right?’

—Really.

[Then I’ll take it that you’re declining the proposal.]

Even as he left like that, Norman turned back to look at me with a regretful face several times, but my mind didn’t change.

I muttered looking at Norman’s back:

“I guess we should prepare to leave here soon too.”
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The pub near the ‘wall’ was filled with agencies with tired faces. Norman stopped by the pub out of habit. He had a day that he couldn’t endure without a cool beer.

“Norman!”

But this pub was full of people targeting him like mosquitoes.

‘They didn’t even acknowledge me usually…’

Norman internally sighed at the gestures calling him and moved his steps that way. As soon as Norman, who forced a smile, put his butt in the chair, people started talking to him.

After a few meaningless greetings exchanged, the main point of why they called Norman quickly followed.

“I heard your mercenary group’s performance is amazing these days? They cleared four Gates in just this week?”

“Is that true?”

As expected, there was a reason these opportunists who usually didn’t acknowledge him called him.

‘They’re curious about my mercenary group.’

Norman simply nodded. Until now, all the mercenary groups he handled were just terrible guys who could be considered the most C-grade among C-grade. No one paid attention to him who exclusively handled such mercenary groups.

Until he took charge of the mercenary group called Golden Day.

“But they’re all just C-grade Gates.”

Norman said with a forced smile. Hoping these opportunists would lose interest in his mercenary group. But that hope was immediately shattered.

“Even if they’re just C-grade, seven in ten days doesn’t make sense! I heard they’re Asians, where are they from? China? I’ve met Chinese people a few times. You know what? There are no agencies in China. Instead, the state leads all contracts. While taking 90% fees! So they accept whatever conditions we put, all saying ‘Hao!’, ‘Hao!’.”

“Uh, well… those people are from Korea.”

“Oh, I see. Well, nationality isn’t important. Anyway, isn’t that a communist country too?”

At those words, Norman just shrugged his shoulders. The man sitting to Norman’s left added an order to the bartender and continued speaking:

“If they cleared Gates consecutively like that, maybe that mercenary group isn’t C-grade. What about the traces left inside the Gates?”

“Well, I just handed them over to the group and didn’t ask for details.”


“You can’t do that, Norman. If you want to be a proper agency, you need to grasp the mercenary group’s situation better than anyone.”

The face of the man who said that while placing his hand on Norman’s shoulder was full of ugly emotions.

‘Yes, yes. I was lucky and fortunately contracted with a mercenary group that doesn’t match my level.’

Norman sipped his beer while internally muttering the words these people wanted to hear.

“They’re not interested in higher grades?”

“That’s right! If they can clear C-grade Gates like that, they could enter B-grade anytime.”

With the recent explosive increase in Gate occurrences, there was plenty of work. Though there weren’t high-grade Gates of S-grade or above yet, even A-grade Gates were appearing quite often now.

It was a time when securing hunters who could handle higher grade Gates was more important than ever.

Norman thought the same.

The problem is that they rejected this proposal.

“I actually made the proposal, but they rejected it. They said they have no intention of collaborating with other mercenary groups.”

“Really? That’s unfortunate.”

“Did you hear why they refused?”

“Yes, I did hear but…”

It was a reason Norman couldn’t understand at all.

“They said they want to focus on just C-grade Gates for now.”

“Really? That’s strange. Hunters who come all the way here to conquer Gates are usually crazy about money, but they don’t want to raise the Gate grade even if offered? This could stink.”

“Didn’t you say they came from Southeast Asia? It’s common for criminals from there to change their identity and work as hunters on our side.”

“But in that case, they don’t work so hard on conquering Gates like this. Since their purpose is just identity laundering.”

“Well, that’s true.”


Words about Norman and Norman’s mercenary group were exchanged without Norman having a chance to interject. The conclusion was one:

“Anyway, I think they’re too big for Norman to handle. Ah, don’t misunderstand. I’m just saying this out of concern.”

“Haha, to say it so bluntly despite everything. If I were Norman, I would have been quite hurt.”

How long do I have to listen to this bullshit? Norman just sipped his beer with a blank face.

‘Should I just overturn everything?’

If someone hadn’t entered through the pub door at that moment, sweeping away all the attention of these damn guys, Norman might have really put the thoughts rising in his head into reality.

The pub door opened, and the agencies examining the person entering through that door immediately stopped talking and threw their gazes there.

A high-end suit costing several thousand dollars per set, and a neatly styled hairdo. An Asian with features some disparage as pale, but others call clear.

“Oh my.”

“Oh, who’s this?”

Short exclamations and brief silence. And then interest pouring towards him. Oh Seung-woo walked into the pub with an unchanging smile despite all those reactions.

“Mr. Oh!”

“What brings you to such a humble place?”

“Is Taika Cooper here too?”

Among the agencies rushing to him like a swarm of bees, Oh Seung-woo, Taika Cooper’s agency, smiled with his eyes curved.

“Let’s start with belated greetings first. It’s been a while, Mr. Baker. Mr. Glen too.”

Despite dozens of gazes focused on him, Oh Seung-woo instantly picked out the names of the two most successful agencies here. Watching Baker and Glen’s cheeks twitch like they were about to burst after their names were called by his mouth, Norman internally cursed.

“As you all know, my most successful client is currently conquering an S-grade Gate. The agency with nothing to do came here to handle other business.”

“Yeah, I’m very curious about that other business. Why on earth did someone like you come here?”

Unlike the agencies here who mainly deal with contracts between mercenary companies and the US government, Oh Seung-woo mediated contracts between guilds and hunters.


Therefore, he’s someone who originally has no business in a place crawling with mercenary companies. Unless he’s trying to poach hunters from mercenary groups.

The welcome was brief, and tension soon circled the pub.

“Haha, don’t worry. It’s true I came for a contract, but I hear that friend isn’t currently affiliated with any mercenary group.”

At those words, sighs of relief flowed among the agencies. It meant they could at least stop worrying about Oh Seung-woo snatching away a mercenary group ace.

By the way, a promising rookie that Oh Seung-woo would be interested in is wandering without affiliation?

“So who is Mr. Oh interested in?”

Someone gulped at that question. As people’s eyes focused, the man who raised that question hurriedly waved his hands and added as if making excuses:

“Don’t misunderstand. I’m not trying to poach in advance, it’s the opposite. I absolutely won’t touch them.”

“Well, dealing with Mr. Oh isn’t an ordinary matter.”

A sane agency wouldn’t leak information about who they’re targeting in a place like this, but he was Oh Seung-woo.

The legend of the agency world who has never lost someone he’s set his sights on.

“Albatross.”

At the name that came out of Oh Seung-woo’s mouth, all the agencies opened their mouths in surprise. Norman was surprised too.

“Oh, that migratory bird?”

“Yes, that migratory bird.”

At Oh Seung-woo’s words, someone opened their mouth as if lamenting:

“That guy is really a troublemaker. Around here, well, he has talent but is so hard to handle.”

“I wondered if there was anyone who could hold onto that guy who lives for the fun of churning through mercenary groups.”

“You’re targeting that guy, though of course Mr. Oh must have his reasons…”

Every agency here had experience handling the migratory bird at least once. Since he changed mercenary groups so often. Norman also had been with that man before. Well, and it remained a terrible memory he never wanted to experience again.

Despite the surrounding reactions, Oh Seung-woo’s face was still confident.

“I guess easy targets aren’t fun anymore.”

“In that sense, I understand. I also thought it would be good if that guy settled down somewhere.”

“Buddy, you? Didn’t you curse him to die last time?”

“Well, that’s because that bastard disintegrated one of my precious mercenary groups.”

“I got hit with that too.”

The talk gradually started heating up. Oh Seung-woo was listening to all their words with a smiling face. In the end, it was Baker who cautiously interjected into this situation:

“Everyone stop. What good words are you all making a fuss about? Besides, that’s all in the past, right?”

He was clearly watching Oh Seung-woo’s reaction. That snake-like old man. Norman quietly looked at Oh Seung-woo.

But he also became curious.

No matter how great Oh Seung-woo is, can he really perch that ‘migratory bird’ on a roost?

* * *

After handling the seventh Gate, we decided to take a short rest. Actually, our stamina was bursting enough to handle several more Gates consecutively, but the problem is that side.

Cha Song-jin lying face down on the floor shouted at us:

“You can beat me to death, but I can’t go out today.”

He certainly looked that way.

“I can just carry you.”

“No!”

Kim Jae-ho’s suggestion was immediately rejected. Well, last time Kim Jae-ho ‘carried instead’ the slow Cha Song-jin to move… Cha Song-jin showed us a magic show displaying everything he ate that day.

—That was really dirty.

‘Yes.’

Not wanting to see that magic show again, I told Kim Jae-ho to refrain from carrying and running with Cha Song-jin.

I casually went to Cha Song-jin groaning on the floor and spoke to him:

“Are you okay?”

“Urgh, urgh.”

The answer came out as a miserable groan.

“Want me to give you a massage?”

I asked with goodwill, but Cha Song-jin just shook his head. Last time I gave him a muscle-loosening massage once, and since then he winces whenever I try to touch him.

—I thought you were trying to kill someone then.

‘When the body is that stiff, should I just leave it alone?’

“If you don’t loosen it properly, it all gets stiff…”

“Don’t you know? If we gather we live, if we scatter we die…”

Seeing him make strange sounds, he really seemed to be having a hard time.

—Looks like your nonsense is contagious.

‘What are you saying? I’m not some germ that’s spreading something.’

—Looking at it positively, it means he’s relaxed enough to make such jokes.

Hmm, certainly. These days it seems like I’ve seen Cha Song-jin trembling in fear a bit less.

Kim Jae-ho approached Cha Song-jin lying on the floor and said tilting his head:

“What did you do to be so tired?”

At those words, Cha Song-jin shouted as if wronged:

“H-how hard it was.”

“But you didn’t do anything.”

“I followed hard!”

“You just followed. Me and Seo-hyeon and Boss caught all the monsters.”

I chuckled watching Cha Song-jin getting heated at Kim Jae-ho’s provocation. Yeah, he does seem to have gotten more comfortable.

Between the two people arguing hard with Kim Jae-ho, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes and said to me:

“They say a lot of Gates are occurring around here. When I checked for sure, the frequency is abnormally high.”

I nodded at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. It certainly was an abnormal number. The wall’s gates opened dozens of times a day and countless Gates were being conquered by countless mercenary companies. Despite that, Norman presents Gates without fail whenever I want.

—I think it’s strange too.

“The local media’s assessment is that something will happen soon.”

“How did you know the local media’s assessment?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon waved his phone.

“These days you can interpret pretty much anything with just a translator. I think a perfect interpreter will come out soon too. We might not need to bother studying foreign languages.”

“If you say that, what does that make Cha Song-jin who’s been studying foreign languages hard these days?”

“Well, an idiot?”

“So everything I made him do was idiocy, I see…”

“…!”

Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly made excuses at my words. Still, learning foreign languages gives you competitiveness, or it’s better to learn directly than translators that break when you hit them, he said.

“Humans break when you hit them too.”

—He’s sulking.

‘No he’s not.’

I should stop teasing Han Seo-hyeon here. I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and said:

“You worked hard investigating. We should leave here soon.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to leave here right away?”

“Hmm…”

Certainly, the too frequent occurrence of Gates was a danger sign.

But don’t we have Cha Song-jin! Our escape route that can run away in any situation.

“For now, I think we have time to see what happens with our own eyes. We can run away in an emergency anyway.”

Han Seo-hyeon scrunched his face seeing the person my gaze touched, but silently nodded.

“Then you rest well today too…”

Just as I was about to speak to Han Seo-hyeon.

Thump thump thump.

Someone knocked on our container door.
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Edward ‘Albatross’ Sihelis, shortened to ‘Eddie’ or called by the derogatory nickname ‘migratory bird’, was a veteran among veterans who had rolled around in the mercenary world for seven years already, starting mercenary work at the age of seventeen.

There were several reasons why he, barely twenty-three, became the most famous mercenary here.

First, Edward’s own ability.

Eddie was born with the talent to decompose, absorb, and release energy flying towards him, and this talent was especially useful when dealing with monsters.

Not only monsters’ magic flying towards him, but even physical energy. He could decompose and make it all nonexistent. No, more than making it nonexistent. Eddie could convert the energy he decomposed into magic power, and he could attack opponents by releasing the absorbed magic power as his own strength.

It was an incredible ability that didn’t discriminate combinations, no, had an advantage in all attacks. Whether attack or defense. With perfect offense and defense, he could work as an all-around problem solver alone.

There was no better ability user for mercenary groups that might face any situation anytime with few personnel.

And second. Eddie had a good eye that could pick out rising and setting suns amazingly well.

Mercenary groups where Eddie stayed always rose to the top position even if they started weakly. And mercenary companies Eddie left collapsed for whatever reason. People who resented Eddie appeared, but Eddie didn’t care.

To begin with, mercenary groups aren’t family or anything. They’re just groups contracted for mutual benefit. There was no loyalty to show to a mercenary group that would soon collapse.

Seeing Eddie change mercenary groups several times, people gave him the derogatory nickname ‘migratory bird’.

Eddie laughed when he heard that nickname. And said. He’s not a migratory bird but an albatross. He didn’t run away avoiding something like migratory birds, but just made this wide space all his stage.

But few people called him albatross. People who called him albatross in front of Eddie always called him by the derogatory nickname ‘migratory bird’ behind his back.

Nevertheless, no one could ignore Eddie ‘Albatross’ Sihelis.

To agencies working in mercenary groups, Eddie was someone to be wary of and at the same time someone to recruit more than anyone.

Being with him was like a guarantee that you could enjoy the best prime at least until he left.

No matter how many notorious reputations he carried, Eddie was still Eddie.

In that sense, it was a very unusual event for Eddie to visit the container of a C-grade mercenary company in this remote place today.

The man in front of him didn’t seem to know that at all.

[What’s the matter?]


Without thinking of answering the man’s question, Eddie slowly examined the man. He was an Asian who looked to be in his mid-20s. With a face that had no distinctive features at all, the man asked with an expression full of irritation:

[I said what’s the matter.]

[What on earth is this.]

[What, you bastard?]

At Eddie’s words, the man immediately started getting angry. Despite that reaction, Eddie steadfastly glared at the man. He hadn’t told anyone, but Eddie had eyes that could accurately see through people, and the man reflected in those eyes was truly…

Chaos itself.

To the point where even the great Eddie Albatross Sihelis was momentarily at a complete loss for words.

* * *

“Ptui.”

I spat looking at the back of the unpleasant guy. I wanted to gather all the phlegm sunk deep in the abyss and spit it out, but I barely held back since it was in front of our trailer.

“Seo-hyeon, do we have salt?”

“We don’t have salt, but we have some ssamjang left…” (tl/n: a thick, spicy paste used with food wrapped in a leaf in Korean cuisine)

“Ssamjang is a bit…”

I don’t think we should sprinkle that. Yeah, the visuals are a bit. Han Seo-hyeon who heard my muttering poked his head out and asked:

“What happened?”

“Some unpleasant guy came, so I was thinking of sprinkling some for disinfection.”

Actually, I didn’t feel that bad until I first opened the door. That’s because that guy looked quite good.

He was a handsome man who momentarily caught the eye with golden pupils sparkling in brown skin like well-baked bread crust.

Even his red hair dyed haphazardly didn’t harm that face. If only the sound he spewed with that handsome face wasn’t that, I would have treated him a bit kindly.

What on earth is ‘this’. That’s exactly what the guy said to me. He used the expression ‘What’ not ‘Who’. It’s really incredibly rude to speak like that to a person in front of you.


‘That’s clearly racial discrimination.’

Even at my protest, the guy just stared blatantly without caring. As if I was some great spectacle.

In the end he disappeared as if fed up with my cursing, but I felt very uneasy.

“I should have retaliated properly.”

I regretted not being able to beat him up because of the rule prohibiting all conflicts inside this wall.

Does he think we’re circus animals?

“Should I look into his background?”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I shook my head.

“There’s no need to go that far. Let me know if he hangs around here again.”

“Should I handle it myself?”

“No! Make sure to tell me, make sure!”

Nothing was scarier than the words ‘handle it myself’ coming from Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth.

“Make sure to let me handle it!”

I pleaded desperately to Han Seo-hyeon several times like that.

* * *

‘Strange man.’

I’ve never seen such an aura in my life.

It would be better not to get involved.

Eddie made that judgment and left that place. Though he heard the man spewing curses towards him, he deliberately ignored it because he didn’t want to get involved anymore with someone with such a terrifying aura.

‘What a shame, I thought a decent rookie had appeared.’


Still, I’ll pass on getting involved with a guy like that. It’s better to disappear from here as quickly as possible. It would be troublesome if that ominous aura spreads by chance.

Just as Eddie who muttered that internally picked up speed in his steps.

“Hey, wait a moment!”

Eddie turned his head back at the voice calling him.

Eddie immediately scrunched his face after confirming the person’s identity.

“I’m not interested in your proposal.”

Oh Seung-woo made a surprised expression at Eddie’s words cutting him off.

“Hmm, I haven’t even brought up what kind of proposal yet.”

“Whatever it is, I’m not interested.”

Bewilderment even circled Oh Seung-woo’s face at Eddie’s words. Well, people who treat him like this probably aren’t common. The hunters he managed always rose to people’s lips with the name of the best.

He was undoubtedly the world’s best agency. Eddie just wasn’t interested in him.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. I have no intention of joining a guild at all.”

“Even if I say I’ll become your agency personally?”

At those words, Eddie’s footsteps stopped. Eddie who turned back and examined Oh Seung-woo’s face raised the corners of his mouth with a sulky face.

“You should have said that 7 years ago.”

Oh Seung-woo gulped empty air as if surprised at Eddie’s words. After a moment of silence, Oh Seung-woo frowned and tilted his head saying:

“I didn’t know you’d remember me.”

“You’re a hard person to forget in many ways.”

“Haha, I can’t agree with those words. People here really can’t distinguish Asians.”

“I only know your face too.”

Eddie who said that added with a fierce face:

“For the past 7 years, every time I saw you, I chewed over and over the you who abandoned me.”

“Eddie.”

“The ‘Eddie’ who gave you a chance is gone now. So if you’re not thinking of bringing back my past self to make a contract, why don’t you just fuck off.”

At Eddie’s words, Oh Seung-woo smiled bitterly and said:

“You were too young. At that time, our company prohibited contracting with minors and…”

“How old was Taika when you contracted with him? Fifteen? I was seventeen when you abandoned me.”

“Taika was…”

“I know, Taika was special.”

To the point of changing company rules that were said to be absolutely unchangeable.

“That’s why I introduced you to another agency.”

“That person didn’t have good eyes for people like you. He told me he couldn’t accept an incompetent person like me.”

Unlike Taika who shone alone, Eddie couldn’t exert any strength when alone. He soon proved his talent was quite decent too, but by then it was already too late.

It was after Oh Seung-woo had already found Taika Cooper.

“So I found someone else too.”

Instead of heading to the agency Oh Seung-woo introduced, Eddie knocked on the door of a mercenary group. He showed his ability to the mercenary group leader who took him thinking to use him as a meat shield, and from then on it was the era of ‘Eddie’ that everyone knows.

“I’m already doing well here. I’m saying there’s no need to follow you.”

At Eddie’s words, Oh Seung-woo said:

“Put aside personal feelings and think rationally. You can’t live churning through mercenary groups like that forever.”

At those words, Eddie snorted. Who made him become like this.

“Ah, so make a contract with the great Mr. Oh? So what, lick Taika Cooper’s ass or something? Does that guy even need such a thing?”

Oh Seung-woo sighed at those words constantly clinging to Taika Cooper. He wanted to say it’s already been 7 years, but Eddie’s resentment was much deeper than he thought.

“This has nothing to do with Taika. I came here for you. Think about it seriously. Shouldn’t you start settling down now? How long are you going to wander around like that?”

“Ha! It sounds like you’re doing this for me if someone hears. Are you that short on performance?”

Though Eddie shot back like that, he knew in his head that Oh Seung-woo’s words had a point.

‘Certainly my reputation these days isn’t as good as before.’

He changed mercenary groups so many times that now there were hardly any mercenary groups that would accept Eddie. Migratory bird, someone who’ll leave soon no matter how well you treat him, plus mercenary groups got smashed every time Eddie left.

That’s why he went to check out a C-grade mercenary group he wouldn’t have even glanced at normally. Because they were conquering Gates at an absurd speed, so he had a feeling they had something.

But didn’t he decide not to get involved with that man anymore?

He’ll be able to find a place that will accept him even if it’s not that man.

“I’d rather live and die as a free stray dog than wear a guild’s leash.”

Looking at Eddie maintaining his pride, Oh Seung-woo sighed and said:

“Alright, contact me anytime if you change your mind.”

“That won’t happen.”

Oh Seung-woo laughed emptily seeing Eddie flipping him the middle finger.

* * *

After finishing a short rest, I contacted Norman and asked for a Gate connection.

Though Norman doesn’t know, this was the last Gate we would conquer in Utah.

“You all got a lot of what you wanted, right?”

While handling seven Gates, Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon were able to gain sufficient practical experience. Certainly, real battles were better than clashing with me even if the level was lower. They could test dangerous techniques too.

Thanks to that, Cha Song-jin’s face turned blue many times, but Cha Song-jin was quite bearable due to my desperate sight-blocking techniques.

We also pocketed a decent amount of monster corpses.

If they investigate the traces carefully, they might notice the number of monster corpses is much less, but no matter how great an investigator, they wouldn’t think we turned monster corpses into undead and smuggled them out.

Even if they notice something strange, it doesn’t matter since ‘Golden Day’ will be gone by then.

My plan was to stop by Las Vegas for one last job after today’s Gate and return to Korea.

After waving goodbye to Norman who dropped us off in front of the Gate as usual, we passed through the green Gate.

As always, the scenery inside the Gate was peaceful to the extreme. Ordinary forest terrain, and clear weather.

As usual, Han Seo-hyeon released sand and I waited for Han Seo-hyeon to provide information.

The person who first realized something was strange was Han Seo-hyeon.

“This place seems a bit strange.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I asked back “What’s strange about it?”

“Well, I can’t say exactly what, but. Something is very strange.”

And that was the last words I heard from Han Seo-hyeon that day.

‘So what exactly…’

Just as I opened my mouth to ask that, something flashed and flew in from beside me.
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“Ugh!”

I hurriedly raised my arm to block my chest from being pierced, but the dagger still stabbed into my forearm.

The pain like my arm was burning paralyzed my brain. Blood from my forearm dripped to the ground.

Who, who attacked me? That question was quickly answered.

The thing stuck in my forearm was something very familiar to me. Familiar indeed, I made this myself.

Kim Jae-ho?

What I saw when I turned my head was Kim Jae-ho reaching his hand out towards me.

—Wake up!

Ray’s voice rang in my head like a warning. There were only two daggers stuck in my forearm. And I had given Kim Jae-ho six daggers as a gift.

The moment I saw daggers flying towards my nape, I immediately threw my body to the side.

Why on earth? Such questions were a luxury while daggers were flying.

I barely avoided the daggers and immediately drew up magic power.

I couldn’t properly put strength into my right arm with the dagger stuck in it.

Terrible pain enveloped me every time I moved my body, but the situation wasn’t favorable to remove the dagger either.

“Kim Jae-ho!”

I called Kim Jae-ho’s name while barely avoiding the daggers flying at me consecutively, but there was no answer from the guy with his head bowed low. Instead, he swung his right hand gripping a sword at me.

I hurriedly pulled my body back.

“Haa, haa.”

Drip drip, blood fell every time I moved my steps.

What on earth is going on?


—That kid’s state is strange.

At Ray’s words, I examined Kim Jae-ho.

As Ray said, Kim Jae-ho’s state was certainly strange. His pupils were dilated about three times normal size, and inside those pupils, purple flames flickered ominously like expired lights.

“Damn it, Jae-ho. Wake up.”

I desperately called Kim Jae-ho again, but daggers were the only answer that came back. His attitude was as if he couldn’t hear my words at all.

—That guy has completely lost his mind!

‘That’s right.’

Is there a monster that can control minds in this Gate? Or an illusion? I don’t know what kind, but if so, it also explains why I’m keeping my mind straight.

Because no mental skills work on me.

By the way, if Kim Jae-ho is in that state…

I turned my head back. But before I could check Han Seo-hyeon and Cha Song-jin’s condition, Kim Jae-ho rushed at me.

“Damn it.”

I gave up on checking Han Seo-hyeon and quickly pulled out the dagger stuck in my thigh with my left hand. After barely deflecting Kim Jae-ho’s dagger flying towards my nape, I gathered magic power in my toes and distanced myself backwards. Instead of following me, Kim Jae-ho raised his hand. The moment Kim Jae-ho stretched out his hand, the dagger stuck in my forearm trembled.

“Oh no.”

The dagger stuck in my forearm was pulled out by Kim Jae-ho’s magic power.

“Kuuuk.”

I involuntarily fell to my knees from the tremendous pain. The dagger had completely pierced through my arm. The wound was so large that bone was exposed. I was in so much pain that I momentarily completely lost my mind and shed tears.

But I couldn’t lose my mind. Kim Jae-ho’s attack immediately followed.

I hurriedly shot magic power in front of me against the daggers flying towards my neck, solar plexus, and legs.

“Agh!”


It was a lump of magic power that couldn’t properly take any form, but fortunately it was enough to deflect the trajectory of the daggers aiming for my vital points.

But it wasn’t just daggers that flew at me. As soon as I deflected the daggers, what I saw was Kim Jae-ho and the sword he was holding. I raised my immobile right arm to block the dagger.

“Haat.”

Using my right arm that was already torn to shreds as a shield, I pushed Kim Jae-ho away.

With this, it wouldn’t be strange if my right arm fell off soon.

Losing one of my limbs as soon as the battle started, what a great thing. Plus the more unfortunate thing?

I’m right-handed.

By the way, Kim Jae-ho being in that state means…

‘What about the others?’

—Is this the time to worry about that! Focus on the enemy in front of you.

‘Where did they go?’

Ray silently acted as CCTV at my words.

—They’re gone.

‘What do you mean gone?’

—I don’t know! They went somewhere!

‘You should have been watching!’

—Your body is getting holes, do you think I had eyes for what was happening behind?

Even while exchanging these words with Ray, I had to constantly avoid the daggers Kim Jae-ho was throwing.

At this rate, my whole body will be pierced by the daggers I gifted.

“Kim Jae-ho! Wake up!”


I called Kim Jae-ho several times, but he showed no signs of hearing.

I hated terribly to attack that guy, but if this continues, my body will be riddled with holes enough to use as a water filter.

I placed my hand on the ground and moved the earth. I created hands made of soil near Kim Jae-ho’s feet to grab him. But Kim Jae-ho immediately cut off the soil grabbing his feet by drawing the longsword strapped to his back.

I didn’t think it would work, but at this rate I’m just wasting magic power.

After cutting off the soil clumps, Kim Jae-ho quickly put the longsword back in the scabbard on his back.

Kim Jae-ho kicked up the dagger thrown on the ground with his foot and glared at me again while holding the dagger.

‘I wish he’d hold the longsword instead.’

Then I wouldn’t have to worry about daggers aiming for my back.

—It seems we can’t drag this out longer. Look at that guy’s fingertips.

At Ray’s words, I moved my gaze to Kim Jae-ho’s fingertips.

“Damn it.”

Kim Jae-ho’s fingertips were dyed black. As if shadows were rippling. Whatever was controlling Kim Jae-ho’s body, it was gradually getting used to handling Kim Jae-ho’s body. It means he might even use shadows if we spend more time, though he can’t use his talent now.

We can’t drag this out any longer.

—Wake up. This isn’t an opponent you can fight while going easy.

“Kuh.”

I threw my body to the right avoiding Kim Jae-ho’s sword flying towards my cheek. Ray’s nagging continued.

—How long are you going to just avoid! I know why you’re hesitating, but if this continues, you’ll be the one getting hit.

As Ray said, Kim Jae-ho was different from the guys I’ve faced until now.

Kim Jae-ho’s body, which had undergone physical enhancement several times, greatly surpassed human limits. His instantaneous strength and flexibility were similar to those of magical beasts.

Even if I used magic power to enhance my body, I was slower and weaker than Kim Jae-ho.

Of course, Kim Jae-ho won’t be unscathed after moving his body like that.

Since he’s using all his body’s energy without thinking of the aftereffects, he probably won’t be able to move for days after this battle ends.

I also never pushed Kim Jae-ho this far during training.

But Kim Jae-ho rushing at me after losing his reason had no worry about the aftereffects that would come later.

He’s rushing to catch and kill just me while even wearing down his body.

Kim Jae-ho’s leg flew towards my face. I raised my left arm to defend, but my body was greatly thrown back.

“Damn it.”

I drew up magic power. I blocked the dagger aiming for my vital points with a shield, but the shield won’t last long. Seeing the dagger trembling right in front of my face, I raised my left hand holding a dagger.

As the shield broke, my dagger and Kim Jae-ho’s dagger clashed.

“Uhh.”

My gaze met Kim Jae-ho’s eyes glinting beyond the dagger.

The pupils that looked empty and loose were eerie.

—Watch out behind!

At Ray’s warning, I quickly sent magic power to my back. Fortunately, the dagger flying towards my back was blocked by the shield and fell to the ground. The problem is that dagger that fell to the ground might fly at me again anytime.

‘Whoever made it, it’s an extremely annoying dagger to deal with.’

Daggers that fly around in the air ignoring physical laws. It looked cool when watching from afar, but having to face it directly was a nightmare.

The randomly flying daggers were threatening to me, but also threatening to Kim Jae-ho handling them. Kim Jae-ho stepped back from daggers flying at himself.

After that, Kim Jae-ho and I clashed several more times. Body against body, sometimes dagger against dagger.

Every time I clashed with Kim Jae-ho, wounds on my body increased. Not being able to properly move my right arm was a big factor.

There was a limit to the areas I could cover with my left arm, and the durability of shields made in short moments was terrible, so I ended up taking more attacks with my body.

Drip, drip.

Maybe due to blood loss, my vision kept blurring.

‘You have super regeneration but can’t stop bleeding?’

—It’s this much because of super regeneration! You, all the major blood vessels passing through your arm have been cut!

Hmm, no wonder. Blood has been flowing too much since earlier.

—At this rate, you’ll faint first. It’s a miracle you’re still conscious until now!

Ray’s nagging connected to one conclusion.

So stop wasting time and finish off Kim Jae-ho.

I strained magic power to create ice spears in the air. Ice spears as big as Kim Jae-ho’s body shone threateningly.

Just as I was about to shoot the ice spears at Kim Jae-ho, I thought of the Lion Head I had pierced with those ice spears.

“Damn it.”

Thud, thud. The ice spears I created pierced the ground near Kim Jae-ho, not Kim Jae-ho himself.

—Aim at that guy!

“If he gets hit by that, even Jae-ho will die!”

—If you go easy, you’ll die! Do you want to die here?

My lip split from getting hit on the cheek while I was distracted.

“Ptui.”

Ray said to me as I spat out saliva mixed with blood:

—Please, wake up! I don’t want to see you die!

Words that even feel desperate.

‘Ha, how earnest.’

—I’m not joking! You, you’re my master! If you die, I die too! I don’t want that.

‘I got it, mister. I won’t die, so please be quiet. My head is ringing because of you.’

I sighed. Yeah, I can’t just waste time and die to Kim Jae-ho like this.

“Haa.”

I gathered lightning at my fingertips. About 20% output should do? I shot the lightning at Kim Jae-ho rushing at me.

For a moment, there was a flash before my eyes. Smoke rose from Kim Jae-ho’s body hit directly by the lightning. Kim Jae-ho’s face that appeared after the smoke cleared was red from the heat. There were even parts severely burned enough to form blisters here and there.

But that was it.

Kim Jae-ho was still standing upright on two feet, and far from fainting, he was glaring at me with a ferocious look as if extremely heated.

“Our Jae-ho is very sturdy.”

Daggers immediately flew at my words. I flew through the air avoiding the daggers flying as if to kill me.

So 20% isn’t nearly enough? But if I shoot with higher output…

‘His body will be ruined by burns.’

That’s extremely painful. I know because I’ve experienced it. Unlike me who revived my body through super regeneration, Kim Jae-ho won’t be able to recover from those injuries.

‘There could be aftereffects too. Like all his hair falling out.’

—What nonsense are you calmly saying now!

“Looks like lightning won’t work.”

—Damn it, you really…

No matter how I think about it, that’s not it. I can find another way. Don’t I have countless mana circuits laid in my body?

Somehow, a way to knock out Kim Jae-ho without injuring him.

—Would there be such a way!

‘I have to think about it.’
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—It seems you need to find a way quickly.

Kim Jae-ho’s body was gradually becoming blurry. Unlike earlier when only his fingertips were dyed black, now his whole body felt like it was becoming blurry. Kim Jae-ho’s pupils were also starting to be dyed a distinct purple.

‘That’s definitely not a good sign.’

—Right! If a little more time passes, that guy will freely use his talent too!

It’s hard enough to deal with him now, but deal with Kim Jae-ho hiding in shadows? Unlike now where the trajectory of the daggers is somewhat predictable, if I play a dagger-dodging game against Kim Jae-ho jumping around in shadows, I’ll become a cold corpse in 3 minutes.

‘Oh, that can’t happen.’

—Just shoot one big one.

Ray shouted as if frustrated, but what can I do when my heart sinks as soon as I think about potentially hurting Kim Jae-ho?

—The ice spears…

‘Do we need to make our kid into a skewer?’

—After all, lightning seems better…

‘He’d be well-done, cooked all the way through.’

Damn it, everything I think of hits a wall. Killing Kim Jae-ho is simple. But knocking out a kid rampaging like that? It’s not easy.

My hands trembling isn’t just because of excessive blood loss.

I tried methods like making the surrounding air a vacuum, or suffocating him by putting on a helmet made of water, but it was difficult unless I completely sealed Kim Jae-ho’s movements.

I needed to tie him up for at least 1 minute, but there was no answer since he instantly broke prisons made of ice spears and obstacles made of soil.

At times like this, the simplest method can sometimes be the surest solution.

—What are you trying to do?

‘Something crude.’

I summoned ice spears. Even if I couldn’t directly attack Kim Jae-ho, there was no better way to restrict his movement than this.


When blocked by ice spears, Kim Jae-ho raised his hand to draw his longsword. That was the timing I aimed for. Soil grabbed Kim Jae-ho’s legs.

Kim Jae-ho holding the longsword cut the soil, but another soil obstacle that appeared again blocked his front. Kim Jae-ho who saw the soil wall blocking his view angrily cut the obstacle with his longsword.

But soil appeared faster.

The mana bracelet heated up, and I pulled out all the magic power from the bracelet to bury Kim Jae-ho in soil.

The dagger flying towards my side got stuck in the soil wall I created.

The moment Kim Jae-ho broke through the soil mound, I stretched out my leg to trip Kim Jae-ho. As Kim Jae-ho raised his body, I stretched out my foot to dig into Kim Jae-ho’s chest.

—Is this the answer you found? Close-quarters hand-to-hand combat?

Ray said as if finding it ridiculous.

‘Somehow this method seemed safer than any other, kuuk!’

It’s not a method I recommend to beginners, but well, isn’t it better than frying or roasting someone?

I raised my elbow and struck Kim Jae-ho’s face.

“Hap!”

When hit strongly in the face, the brain shakes momentarily. No matter how modified a human is, you can’t strengthen the brain inside the skull. Even the sturdy Kim Jae-ho won’t be able to regain his senses momentarily.

As expected, Kim Jae-ho’s body staggered.

Taking advantage of that gap, I went behind Kim Jae-ho and wrapped my right arm around Kim Jae-ho’s neck. And using that arm as support, I started strongly choking Kim Jae-ho’s neck.

“Kuh, kahk!”

It’s a crude method, but I couldn’t think of any other way.

“Please, please…”

The daggers started moving following Kim Jae-ho’s hand gestures, but I was faster at building soil walls.

Thud, thud thud. Thud!


Daggers got stuck in the outside of the soil walls I built. The daggers trembled following Kim Jae-ho’s magic power and dug into the soil. Little by little. Soon the daggers poked out from the opposite side of the soil wall. Damn it, I need to build soil walls again. At that moment, Kim Jae-ho’s nails dug into the wound on my right arm.

“Urgh.”

A groan involuntarily came out from the pain. As my mind wavered, the soil walls I was building collapsed.

I started choking Kim Jae-ho’s neck more strongly. Kim Jae-ho’s face was dyed red with blood dripping from my right arm. Though I felt like I would lose my mind from the pain, I endured and endured.

Please, please faint.

The moment I felt the daggers poking out of the soil wall flash, I tightly closed my eyes. But my face wasn’t pierced. As Kim Jae-ho’s body went limp, the daggers flying at me lost strength and fell beside me.

The tension in my body was suddenly released.

I finally succeeded in subduing Kim Jae-ho.

“Huh, huh.”

While hugging Kim Jae-ho, I laid my body on the ground.

Only then did Ray’s voice enter my ears.

—You’re definitely crazy. Yes! You’re crazy, you’re crazy! You’ve already lost your mind long ago.

“Haa…”

—If that guy had fainted a little later, you would have been the one to die.

“But I didn’t die.”

—Really, every time you say that, I don’t know how lamentable it is that I don’t have a body.

Ray went quiet as if at a loss for words. I pushed Kim Jae-ho’s body away and raised my body.

—What are you doing? Rest a bit more. Your body condition isn’t normal now.

“If Jae-ho regains consciousness like this, all my efforts will be in vain.”

I took out rope from my backpack to tie up Kim Jae-ho. Since my right arm barely moved, even taking something out of my backpack wasn’t easy.


“Ugh.”

My forearm was torn to shreds with bone exposed, stabbed by daggers and Kim Jae-ho’s fingers digging into the wound. This is the first time my condition has been this serious.

—Do you know what your face looks like now? It’s just white like a lead-painted doll!

Ignoring Ray’s words, I took out a potion from my backpack and sprayed it on my forearm. I want to save potions as much as possible usually, but the wound was too large.

“Kuk.”

It felt like boiling oil was sprayed on my arm.

I curled up my body and exhaled. It hurt like hell.

—Pull yourself together first.

I shook my head even at Ray’s words. I tried moving my right hand. It still hurt like hell every time I moved, but it wasn’t enough to faint.

After tightly tying up Kim Jae-ho’s body with rope, I raised my body.

“…I need to go find Seo-hyeon and Song-jin.”

While Kim Jae-ho was rushing at me, Cha Song-jin and Han Seo-hyeon disappeared. Those two must have been mind-controlled like Kim Jae-ho.

Now I have room to think.

“This is definitely not a C-grade Gate.”

Monsters coming out of a C-grade Gate can’t make Kim Jae-ho like this. And without me even noticing? It’s absolutely impossible.

The method of estimating a Gate’s grade is simple. Measuring the magic power flowing out of the Gate. The stronger the monsters inside, the higher the mana concentration in the Gate, so the magic power flowing outside has to be stronger… that was common sense.

But very rarely, existences that overturn common sense like this appear.

I brought Cha Song-jin along to prepare for such exceptions, but unfortunately the opponent was too bad.

Before properly facing that monster, I was torn to shreds and lost all my precious comrades.

I don’t even know what kind of bastard the owner of this Gate that screwed me over is.

Usually high-grade Gates kindly let intruders know ‘which world’ they’ve entered. Like Serena’s Ice Palace that kindly displayed a system window as soon as we crossed the Gate.

But the Gate here was different.

It ambushed us without any warning or notification window.

This is breaking the rules.

“All the anomalies that happened around here might have been because of this Gate.”

—It affected the surroundings even before the Gate appeared?

“Strange things happened around here, and then this strange Gate appeared. Is all this a coincidence?”

—It’s certainly strange, but…

“Anyway, I need to find the kids quickly. I don’t know what’s being done to them.”

But my body wouldn’t cooperate. I who had sprung up immediately fell back down on my butt.

“Huh, huh…”

—I think it’s better to rest a bit more, you lost too much blood.

Certainly my body condition wasn’t good, to the point of getting dizzy as soon as I stood up. My extremities that blood wasn’t circulating to were even getting cold.

“Why is blood regeneration so slow?”

—That’s because your stored stamina is only that much. Regenerating the most serious wounds first, then treating minor wounds… Eat something if you want to speed up regeneration.

At Ray’s advice, I chewed an energy bar taken out from my backpack.

Though it wasn’t the situation to prepare a feast, I needed calories to recover my body. While chewing the energy bar, I fell into thought.

“Why did they leave Kim Jae-ho behind?”

—To deal with you, isn’t it?

“If killing me was the goal, it would have been better to leave Han Seo-hyeon here too for a joint attack.”

—Wasn’t it to buy time to use talents? Even looking at just Kim Jae-ho, he couldn’t properly use his talent.

“That could be, but… if the purpose was to eliminate intruders, it would have been better to leave them here. Whether to kill me, or to kill those kids.”

If the purpose was to kill us, it would have been enough to watch us hit each other and die.

But that bastard deliberately removed Han Seo-hyeon and Cha Song-jin.

Would there have been any reason to do that without some purpose?

“I need to find the kids quickly.”

I don’t have a sense of what that purpose is yet, but it’s certain that the longer we spend time, the worse it gets.

As soon as the dizziness subsided, I hoisted Kim Jae-ho onto my shoulder. Kim Jae-ho’s limp body was heavy enough to make me groan. I barely took one step like that, but I immediately fell forward.

—This method won’t work.

Certainly, as Ray said, it was too much to move while carrying a body larger than mine.

In the end, I chose the method of floating Kim Jae-ho’s body with magic power.

After filling the bracelet with a new mana stone, I moved my steps to where Han Seo-hyeon and Cha Song-jin had been.

Traces of the two people moving their bodies urgently remained on the ground. I quickly moved my steps following the two people’s footprints.

“…Damn it.”

—What did you see?

“Until just now there were footprints of two people, but from here on there’s only one person’s left.”

—You’re right.

I rubbed my face.

“It seems Seo-hyeon used his talent.”

Using sand, Han Seo-hyeon can float and move through the air. It means he doesn’t have to walk on his own feet.

Fortunately, footprints that seemed to be Cha Song-jin’s remained, but…

“We can’t rule out the possibility they split up here.”

What if I follow Cha Song-jin’s footprints and Han Seo-hyeon isn’t there?

—You don’t have any options now anyway. For now, you can only follow the visible traces.

“…Yes.”

I nodded at Ray’s words and added:

“If there’s anything fortunate, it’s that subduing Cha Song-jin shouldn’t be too difficult.”

—You can make jokes in this situation?

“I’m making jokes because it’s this situation.”

Otherwise I’ll really go crazy.

I forced a smile, ignoring my finely trembling fingertips.

Seo-hyeon will be fine. He’ll be just fine.

“But I really don’t want to fight Seo-hyeon.”

—Well, I don’t want to fight that kid either.

“Yes. I really want to beg for forgiveness already. No joke, don’t you think he’ll be several times stronger than me?”

—Time to settle the karma you’ve accumulated.

“What karma?”

—How many times have you pissed off that kid? Take a good beating this time. You need it.

Perhaps reading my desperate desire to somehow lighten the mood, Ray went along with my words.

Meanwhile, I had already reached the end of the footprints.

What I found at the end of those footprints was Cha Song-jin.

The moment I saw him curled up in a corner, I bit my lip hard.

Because Han Seo-hyeon was nowhere to be seen beside him.

Putting aside my disappointment for now, I carefully approached Cha Song-jin.

“Cha Song-jin?”

Cha Song-jin turned his head back at my call.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 171

				
Cha Song-jin was a slow child in everything. When others spoke ten words, he barely stammered out one, and when others were running around, he barely learned how to walk without falling.

The children didn’t like Cha Song-jin, who was a late bloomer. The ‘older brother’ who first took charge of Cha Song-jin at the orphanage often got annoyed with him.

-Why can’t you understand what people say yet?

-How long do I have to look after you?

-You really wear people out.

The harsh words pricked Cha Song-jin. Each time, Cha Song-jin closed his mouth. Before he knew it, time passed and Cha Song-jin became a child who didn’t need anyone’s help, but his personality that had changed during that time didn’t return.

Cha Song-jin calmly accepted everything and tried not to open his mouth. He always kept his distance from people.

If I speak to them, they’ll be uncomfortable. No one would like someone like me… Someone like me just needs to quietly do as told. That’s how to be liked.

The older brother left, but Cha Song-jin continued to live according to the thoughts he had planted.

When he turned ten, Cha Song-jin and the orphanage children were dispatched to a factory.

It was a factory that packaged by-products from Gates. The children showed dissatisfaction with the hard work, but Cha Song-jin was different.

The factory manager called Cha Song-jin a good child for quietly handling work without any complaints while working without rest.

Good child.

Hearing that praise for the first time in his life, Cha Song-jin smiled broadly. And he started working harder than anyone.

Cha Song-jin, who arrived earliest and left latest, gradually became alone but didn’t mind much.

“Well done.”

Just because he liked that one word given to him.

The orphanage children called Cha Song-jin, who just worked so obediently, a weirdo. Sometimes he heard words cursing him, but Cha Song-jin deliberately ignored them. It was just the words that cursed him as a late bloomer changing a little.

Still, it’s better than before. At least now I’m being cursed for doing work well.

To be honest, Cha Song-jin didn’t understand at the time why he had to be cursed.


Because I can’t get praised by the factory manager? If everyone behaved nicely, they could get praised by the factory manager like me.

But at the same time, Cha Song-jin thought:

I wish the factory manager would only adore me.

So he didn’t tell his brief thoughts to the other kids.

‘You have friends and get along with each other. I only have this.’

It doesn’t matter if I grow distant from everyone. As long as there’s one person who praises me.

The other kids don’t like me anyway. So…

Thinking like that for several years, Cha Song-jin didn’t get close to anyone. During meal times and work hours, Cha Song-jin was always alone, and only the factory manager looked after him.

The candy he occasionally gave him was so sweet, and his one word of praise was so welcome that Cha Song-jin ignored the children’s sharp words, gazes, and ostracism.

That day too, Cha Song-jin was the last person to leave the factory. On the way back to the orphanage after closing the factory door himself, Cha Song-jin thought about tomorrow’s work while looking at the shining stars.

Open the factory door for the factory manager who likes to sleep in, check the children’s attendance cards…

Thinking about tomorrow’s work made the way to the orphanage quick. Cha Song-jin who entered the orphanage was about to enter his room. If it weren’t for the sharp voice that flew in at that moment.

“Not Cha Song-jin.”

At the sudden sound of his name, Cha Song-jin took his hand off the doorknob. Before he could react, children’s voices started intertwining following that voice.

“That guy is no different from the factory manager’s lackey.”

“Yeah, I don’t trust that guy at all either. How can we trust him?”

Cha Song-jin hiding behind the door bit his lip hard.

“Young-jin, what do you think?”

Kim Young-jin. Unlike Cha Song-jin, the most popular guy here. Everyone held their breath at that name.

“It’s better to proceed without that kid.”


What are they proceeding with? Cha Song-jin wanted to ask the children beyond the wall like that. But he was already excluded from this plan. If he pretended to know here, they would just beat him up for eavesdropping on their plan.

‘I don’t want to get scolded for eavesdropping.’

Cha Song-jin deliberately stomped his feet far from the door. Only after confirming that the light leaking from outside the door had turned off did Cha Song-jin open the door and enter the room.

The children had even turned off the lights and were lying in bed. Cha Song-jin carefully entered his bed.

After that day, whenever Cha Song-jin was late, the children would inevitably gather and have ‘secret talks’. Each time, Cha Song-jin stomped his feet to let them know he had arrived, but sometimes he eavesdropped on their conversations.

Among them were quite shocking stories.

“If you don’t want to die like Kim Min-joon, you need to get out of here quickly.”

Kim Min-joon died? Cha Song-jin blinked at that fact. Kim Min-joon hadn’t been seen for several months, but Cha Song-jin didn’t pay much attention. They weren’t close anyway, and he had never exchanged a word with him in private.

So even after that guy disappeared, he just thought, oh well.

But what if Kim Min-joon’s disappearance wasn’t just going somewhere?

What if he really died as these guys say?

The next day, Cha Song-jin asked the factory manager:

“Where did Kim Min-joon go?”

“Ah, that friend? I heard his health got bad, so I moved him to an easier place to work. By the way, I didn’t know you were interested in that guy.”

At those words, Cha Song-jin’s lips twitched. The factory manager’s eyes were staring at him intently.

“Just, I suddenly thought of him.”

“What’s the use of thinking about a guy who’s already gone. More importantly, why don’t we have lunch together today? I happen to have something I brought for you.”

Cha Song-jin wanted to believe the words of the factory manager who treated him kindly, but the moment he saw the cold light behind his kind gaze, Cha Song-jin realized.

That strange things were definitely happening in this factory.

After that day, Cha Song-jin observed his surroundings. As the children said, people were disappearing. The reason Cha Song-jin hadn’t noticed until now was because those empty spots were soon filled by other people.


The line where children especially ‘disappeared’ a lot was the line considered the most dangerous in this factory.

The place where by-products collected from Gates are sorted and washed before processing. By-products that just came from Gates had toxic contaminants attached that were poisonous to ordinary people, and the detergent to remove those contaminants was extremely harsh.

He learned that fact from eavesdropping on the children’s words.

Because Cha Song-jin, who was adored by the factory manager, had always been on the safe packaging line since he was ten years old.

“I threw up again today.”

“How long has it been since you threw up?”

“…A week.”

“Damn, no wonder your face doesn’t look good.”

Hearing such words, Cha Song-jin learned why the children hated this factory. And why they called him the factory manager’s lackey and treated him like a traitor.

Cha Song-jin was a child who knew nothing.

The children’s plans heard through the wall soon became concrete enough to have specific dates.

“So when are we leaving?”

“A week later.”

“Is everything prepared?”

“Yeah.”

“Everyone keep your mouths shut.”

“Got it.”

For the whole week after that, Cha Song-jin watched the children’s reactions.

-Not Cha Song-jin, he’s the factory manager’s lackey.

Though he heard such words, he wondered if they might ask him to come along just in case.

But even on the day they said they would execute the plan, no one spoke to Cha Song-jin. Unable to bear it anymore, Cha Song-jin pulled on the clothes of the guy who had been talking about the escape plan.

“Um, you know…”

“What.”

“Today…”

Seeing the guy’s face immediately harden at those words, Cha Song-jin hurriedly changed his words.

“They said to increase the work speed a little more. Otherwise we might have to do overtime.”

Why don’t you ask me to come along?

Burying the question he really wanted to ask inside, Cha Song-jin distanced himself from them.

Perhaps it was natural.

Until now, Cha Song-jin had no interaction with them. The orphanage children didn’t even consider him a friend as he stuck to the factory manager’s side and received all sorts of benefits while living comfortably.

So it’s natural that they don’t take him along in their plan to escape from here.

Cha Song-jin nodded while trying hard to think like that.

Though one part of his heart ached, this kind of pain was already familiar.

That night, Cha Song-jin deliberately asked the factory manager to work all night. Because he didn’t want to be alone in the room where the children would have disappeared.

Seeing the factory manager raging, Cha Song-jin believed the children’s escape had succeeded.

‘Yeah, be happy wherever you go.’

While praying for the children’s happiness in his heart, Cha Song-jin worked hard as usual.

The children returned, no, were caught, just a day later.

Familiar faces were hanging from the factory pillars. The moment he confirmed those faces, all color drained from Cha Song-jin’s face.

“Look closely! This is what happens when you abandon your duties and run away!”

The factory manager who shouted like that relentlessly whipped the tied-up children. Screams soaked in pain echoed all around.

“All the good treatment until now is useless! You only straighten up when beaten like this. No matter how well I treat you, you only stab people in the back!”

All the children trembled in fear at that horrific sight.

“Leave them tied up like this. No one touch them!”

At the factory manager’s fierce threat, the other kids deliberately turned away from the children tied to the pillars.

“Kuh, huu…”

All day long, they had to listen to groans mixed with pain.

The factory manager approached the frozen Cha Song-jin and whispered kindly:

“Don’t worry about guys like that. A guy who works well like you won’t receive such punishment.”

At those words, Cha Song-jin nodded while terrified. Though he found the factory manager disgusting and hateful, he couldn’t dare say he disliked him.

That evening too, Cha Song-jin stayed the latest to finish work.

And when he returned to the orphanage, what greeted Cha Song-jin were children who were thoroughly angry.

As soon as he opened the door and entered, Cha Song-jin was grabbed by the collar and thrown.

“Kuhuk.”

Someone’s foot immediately flew at Cha Song-jin who crashed to the floor. Kicked in the chest and writhing in pain, Cha Song-jin desperately shouted:

“S-stop it!”

The kicks didn’t stop despite Cha Song-jin’s shouts. Only after being hit for quite a while did the feet move away. Cha Song-jin raised his aching body. The faces of children glaring fiercely came into view.

“W-why are you doing this?”

“It was you.”

At those words, Cha Song-jin blinked.

“What?”

“You’re the one who told on our plan.”

Cha Song-jin repeatedly shouted at the children’s suspicion:

“I didn’t do anything!”

But no one believed Cha Song-jin’s words.

“Damn bastard, go to hell!”

“I’ll pray for your life to be ruined miserably too.”

“You’re a cowardly tattletale.”

“I, I really didn’t say anything…”

Cha Song-jin shouted like that, but they had already turned their backs.
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“You eavesdropped on our conversations every day, didn’t you? And then you tattled to that man!”

“Why? Why did you do it? It didn’t matter to you whether we escaped or not anyway! You, you’re doing well here. We’re not! We risked our lives for this!”

“Everything’s ruined because of you.”

Their resentment pricked Cha Song-jin relentlessly.

Cha Song-jin had no friends before, but after that day, Cha Song-jin became everyone’s enemy. Cha Song-jin’s shoulders slumped more and more under the piercing gazes that poured down whenever he moved.

Originally no one liked Cha Song-jin, but he wasn’t hated this much.

He grew distant from the factory manager too. He could no longer smile thoughtlessly every time he saw him like before. As Cha Song-jin’s attitude changed, the factory manager’s attitude changed too.

Cha Song-jin was sent to another factory, but the guys who went with him spread rumors about Cha Song-jin, so he received the same treatment there too.

Cha Song-jin was alone there too, just like before. Actually, being alone wasn’t the problem. The problem was the bullying.

The gossip heard whenever he passed by could be ignored, but the water showers poured on him every night when he tried to sleep were hard to endure.

Cha Song-jin chose to sleep at the factory.

The factory staff quite liked this person who voluntarily worked overtime and sought sleep in a corner of the factory.

After that it was the same.

The children thought of Cha Song-jin as everyone’s enemy, and Cha Song-jin was thoroughly alone.

Thinking of those times made him feel suffocated.

His breath wouldn’t come properly, as if someone was actually choking him.

Countless eyes glaring at Cha Song-jin in the darkness choked his breath.

It’s your fault.

It’s all because of you.

Cha Song-jin clutched his chest.


This was the nightmare that had tormented him for years.

Always, every day, every time he closed his eyes, Cha Song-jin had the same nightmare, and when he woke up he always repeated the same wish.

Though he silently continued working among dying people, in truth Cha Song-jin wanted to escape this hell more than anyone.

But does someone like Cha Song-jin dare to have the right to escape this hell?

“What does it matter, don’t you want to escape?”

Someone whispered to Cha Song-jin like that.

“What’s important is that you want to escape from here, right?”

As if having read all his inner thoughts, that whisper was unbearably sweet. Cha Song-jin carefully nodded at that voice.

That’s right, I want to escape.

From the suffocating gazes of people looking at me.

From this dangerous place where I don’t know when I’ll drop dead.

I want to escape.

But where to?

Where on earth can I go?

The only world Cha Song-jin knew was the orphanage that suffocated him just thinking about it and the factory where people died.

I don’t know where to go. I don’t know how to go either.

As if having heard Cha Song-jin’s whisper, the voice said:

“No, you know how to escape.”

That wish that seemed impossible was fulfilled earlier than expected.

Cha Song-jin, who was a late bloomer, awakened his talent later than anyone.


Was it because he always repeated internally that he wanted to escape?

Cha Song-jin despaired when he confirmed his ability in the status window.

Return to safe zone? He had no safe zone, no place to return to.

But fortunately, there was a place that recognized Cha Song-jin’s ability.

Even the vice guild master of Sirius, said to be the most successful guild in Korea, came personally to take Cha Song-jin.

She said Cha Song-jin’s ability was amazing.

Hearing those words, Cha Song-jin sensed that his life was finally going to change.

“Is there anything you want? It’s difficult to take everyone, but we could take a few people out with you if you’d like.”

At Jin Yeon-hwa’s words, Cha Song-jin just shook his head.

“I just want to get out of here quickly.”

“Simple and good.”

At Jin Yeon-hwa’s answer, Cha Song-jin clenched his fists. We can take out even a few people from here, those words meant that Cha Song-jin could save someone too.

But who? Who to choose? Cha Song-jin had no one close to him. Everyone just hated Cha Song-jin.

Cha Song-jin was absolutely not a ‘good person’. All Cha Song-jin wanted was to escape from this hell-like place.

Jin Yeon-hwa nodded with a smile at his request.

After that day, Cha Song-jin never asked Jin Yeon-hwa what happened to the factory he was in.

He wanted to completely erase the past that weighed him down. Because a shining life was now promised to him.

‘I don’t care about the guys who were there. I’ll only think about myself, my own life.’

Anyway, all the kids here just bullied me. So why should I save them? While owing a debt to someone else at that.

“That’s right.”


The voice in his heart whispered.

“There’s no need to recall painful and hurtful memories. Just escape and that’s it. No need to confront and fight.”

No need to face what you dislike.

Just.

Run.

Run away.

* * *

Mana writhed ominously around Cha Song-jin. I scrunched my face seeing that sight.

—What is all this?

Though he has practically no combat ability, Cha Song-jin is also an awakener.

As long as magic power flows in his body, I can’t be 100% certain he’s not dangerous.

“Looks like whoever caught that guy is doing something.”

Cha Song-jin’s talent itself has no combat power. But if he can do something with the magic power flowing in that body, well, it could become quite dangerous.

The magic power flowing in Cha Song-jin’s body was quite abundant.

But well, he probably won’t be as dangerous as Kim Jae-ho.

“I need to go close and knock him out.”

I slowly approached Cha Song-jin.

Cha Song-jin’s pupils that I glanced at were hazily dyed. A red light flickered in his pupils and disappeared.

“Esc, escape…”

“What?”

Cha Song-jin was continuously muttering something quietly. The moment I placed my hand on Cha Song-jin’s body, Cha Song-jin’s magic power started moving.

—Oh no.

Damn it, damn it.

I quickly pulled Kim Jae-ho while placing my hand on Cha Song-jin’s back. The moment I barely grabbed Kim Jae-ho’s wrist, my vision distorted.

* * *

The moment he opened his eyes, Cha Song-jin realized something was wrong. The sight before his eyes was too familiar.

It was the container Cha Song-jin had been staying in for days. But this container shouldn’t be visible.

Cha Song-jin’s last memory was looking at Kang Yi-sin’s back inside the Gate. The memories of the past that poured in after that conveyed one message to Cha Song-jin.

Run away, just run away.

His mind was filled only with thoughts of wanting to escape.

‘And then…’

And then what happened? Cha Song-jin hurriedly raised his head and looked to the side. Beside Cha Song-jin, Kang Yi-sin and Kim Jae-ho covered in dirt and blood were lying unconscious, and Han Seo-hyeon was nowhere to be seen.

Cha Song-jin carefully reached out his hand towards Kang Yi-sin lying beside him. Kang Yi-sin’s clothes were covered in blood. Cha Song-jin pulled back his trembling hand. Cha Song-jin’s hand was soon dyed red.

Is all the blood soaking the clothes Kang Yi-sin’s? Normally, if you lose this much blood, don’t you…

“De, dead…”

Is he dead? Cha Song-jin was terrified seeing Kang Yi-sin’s face with no trace of blood.

The Kang Yi-sin Cha Song-jin had seen until now always had a confident face. No matter what happened, always with a face saying he could handle it. Of course, his solutions were mostly sloppy and strange, but still he was a man who inspired a strange trust in an odd way.

Looking at Kang Yi-sin, he would strangely feel that he would somehow solve things.

But his current appearance was different.

‘Come to think of it, this guy was younger than me…’

He realized belatedly. Kang Yi-sin lying unconscious with a face whose down hadn’t even disappeared yet looked so fragile.

To the point it was unbelievable he was the great leader of Weltschmerz.

Cha Song-jin shook Kang Yi-sin with trembling hands.

“Wake up.”

His heart pounded with an inexplicable anxiety.

“Hey, I said wake up.”

Kang Yi-sin’s body was cold. Like a corpse.

Cha Song-jin examined Kang Yi-sin’s body with a surprised face. Only then did he notice Kang Yi-sin’s body was covered in wounds. Especially the wound on his right arm was serious.

“What is this…”

The right arm was a mess as if someone had hacked at it. Though the wound had healed enough to stop bleeding, the injury was still severe enough that muscles were visible. Cha Song-jin tightly closed his eyes at that horrific sight.

Fortunately there was no bleeding, but that might be because he had already bled out all the blood in his body.

“You can’t die, wake up.”

Cha Song-jin shouted like that and pulled over a blanket. He had to raise his body temperature somehow. Blood, does he need a blood transfusion? From where? Should he go outside and call someone? But Kang Yi-sin and Kim Jae-ho are Weltschmerz, villains.

If their identities are discovered, it’ll be chaos. They probably won’t be easily discovered because of their masks, but still if they’re discovered…

No matter how he thought about it, calling other people didn’t seem like a good choice.

“What, what on earth should I do? What…”

Fear swept over him being alone awake among these blood-covered people. What on earth happened in the Gate for both of them to come back like this?

He only had a feeling like he had a terribly bad dream, but he couldn’t remember at all what happened inside the Gate.

He vaguely thought he might have used his ‘ability’, but he couldn’t be certain… No, he must have used his ability. Otherwise, Kang Yi-sin, Kim Jae-ho, and Cha Song-jin would still be inside the Gate.

Then Han Seo-hyeon…

“He couldn’t be left alone in the Gate, right?”

Cha Song-jin’s face turned pale as that thought occurred to him.

First he needs to wake up Kang Yi-sin. Cha Song-jin shook Kang Yi-sin’s body again.

“Wake up, please. I have no idea what to do, okay? I, I don’t know. Anything!”

But despite Cha Song-jin’s desperate calls, Kang Yi-sin showed no signs of waking.

He felt he needed to do something, but he didn’t know what to do.

Cha Song-jin turned his head and looked at Kim Jae-ho. Seeing the hands and feet tightly bound with rope, Cha Song-jin hurriedly took out a dagger from the backpack.

He planned to untie Kim Jae-ho first.

Cha Song-jin cut the ropes and examined Kim Jae-ho. Unlike Kang Yi-sin’s body which could be described as torn to shreds, there were no large wounds on Kim Jae-ho’s body. His body temperature was also warm.

Cha Song-jin watched the two of them in the container.

Fortunately, Kang Yi-sin’s body which had been coldly chilled gradually warmed up, but Kang Yi-sin still didn’t regain consciousness.

‘Escape…’

Cha Song-jin knew.

That there was no more appropriate time for him to escape than now. If he somehow went outside and explained the situation and requested protection, he wouldn’t have to worry about Weltschmerz following.

No, he didn’t even need to request protection.

While Kang Yi-sin is unconscious, he could just steal Kang Yi-sin’s wallet and take off anywhere.

Kang Yi-sin wouldn’t even know Cha Song-jin had left.

Cha Song-jin had no reason to keep loyalty to Weltschmerz.

He could just choose a path for himself without looking back, as he had done until now.

But…

“Haa.”

Cha Song-jin sat still in that spot for hours. Organizing the thoughts coming to mind.

And finally, after sorting out all the thoughts that came to mind, Cha Song-jin stood up with a hardened face.

And opened the container door.
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I slowly opened my eyes.

What I saw was a damn familiar ceiling. As soon as I realized where I was, my mind snapped awake as if cold water had been poured on my head.

I looked to the side just in case, but I only saw Cha Song-jin sleeping leaning against the wall and Kim Jae-ho lying on the bed. Han Seo-hyeon was nowhere to be seen.

—You finally woke up.

‘What happened?’

—Cha Song-jin used his ability. And then ta-da. We flew here.

Now I remembered. The moment I grabbed Cha Song-jin, everything distorted and rough magic power tore through my body. Unlike normal teleportation, that teleportation was rough enough to tear my body apart. I fainted feeling pain as if all my mana circuits were burning up.

Is that why.

“How long was I unconscious?”

—Well, at least a day has passed, I think. Honestly, I haven’t been conscious for long either. I’m not sure exactly how much time has passed.

Damn, minimum a day, maximum a few days? No wonder my body condition felt unusually light. When I glanced down, I saw that my clothes which had been a mess soaked in blood were now changed to clean clothes. Kim Jae-ho’s appearance was also neat.

—That guy went through a lot in many ways. He took quite good care of you while you were unconscious.

“Haa.”

I sighed looking at Cha Song-jin sleeping leaning against the wall. Though he was the culprit who made me fly here, I couldn’t comfortably resent him.

Of all things, to sleep like that leaning against the wall without even getting proper sleep.

I changed clothes and gathered necessary items.

—What are you trying to do?

‘I need to go to the Gate.’

Han Seo-hyeon is still there. He’s alone there. Whatever damn bastard that monster in the Gate is, it made a mistake touching us.

I’ll tear it to shreds and kill it. I’ll grind it up so not a single piece of flesh remains.


While I changed clothes, desperately suppressing the murderous intent rising from inside, Cha Song-jin woke up.

“Y-you’re awake?”

I briefly nodded at Cha Song-jin’s question. Avoiding Cha Song-jin who staggered up, I reached for my jacket.

“Where are you trying to go?”

“Seo-hyeon is still in that Gate.”

Because of who. I swallowed those words, but Cha Song-jin’s face crumbled at my words.

Cha Song-jin asked:

“Are you going like that?”

Judging by his gaze on my fingertips, it seemed to be a question asking if I was going empty-handed. Certainly, it’s an insufficient appearance for heading to a Gate.

“I’ve already wasted a lot of time.”

But there’s no time. Even at this moment, Han Seo-hyeon will be alone in the Gate, and I don’t know what might be happening to him.

“Wait, I packed some luggage.”

Cha Song-jin hurriedly held out a bag to me. I opened my eyes wide at that bag.

This was Cha Song-jin’s bag. Unlike our backpacks prepared for Gate exploration, Cha Song-jin’s bag had no functions. It was prepared to hold Cha Song-jin’s personal items.

Cha Song-jin had filled it with items for me.

“I used your card a bit. I filled it with only necessary things. I, I’m not sure, but I did my best anyway.”

At Cha Song-jin’s words, I twitched my eyebrows. It was unexpected help. I could understand him not running away because he’s timid, but preparing a backpack for me like this was unexpected.

As if reading the question in my gaze, Cha Song-jin said:

“It’s because of me.”

Before I could reply, Cha Song-jin continued:


“I don’t remember clearly, but if I hadn’t used my ability, you would still be there, and then Seo-hyeon wouldn’t have been left alone…”

I rubbed my face at Cha Song-jin’s words. His dispirited face bothered me, but I didn’t have time to worry about Cha Song-jin right now.

Still, I should say a word or two.

“It’s not your fault.”

Certainly, right after regaining consciousness I did feel such resentment. Because Cha Song-jin’s ability was like this, we were expelled from the Gate without being able to do anything. Plus I lost consciousness and wasted precious time? Thinking about what might have happened to Han Seo-hyeon during that time made me want to curse.

But Cha Song-jin isn’t the one who should receive resentment.

“It’s because of some damn monster. So don’t think unnecessary thoughts either.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin blinked. Seeing Cha Song-jin’s eyes redden, I quickly turned my head.

“Thanks for the bag.”

Just as I was about to open the container door and go outside, Cha Song-jin grabbed me.

“W-wait a moment!”

I turned back with a scrunched face at Cha Song-jin’s call.

“What.”

“Let me go with you.”

“Don’t tell me you want to go to the Gate together?”

Cha Song-jin nodded at my words. I understand the feeling, but unfortunately Cha Song-jin is not helpful at all.

“What will you do inside the Gate?”

Setting aside the risk that he could be mind-controlled again right away, to be honest, Cha Song-jin wasn’t a force that helped with Gate conquests. Rather, he would be a burden if anything.

Cha Song-jin quickly added to my words:

“What if I can teleport based on people, not spaces?”


“What do you mean…”

At my eye signal, Cha Song-jin calmly opened his mouth:

“For the past two days, I thought and thought about how I could make up for my mistake… Then I felt like I could use my ability in a different way. So, safe zones aren’t limited to spaces…”

Cha Song-jin who said that stammered and added:

“I think anywhere is safe as long as it’s by Kim Jae-ho or Han Seo-hyeon or you. Thinking like that made me wonder if, if maybe my talent could be used that way too…”

I raised my hand to cut off Cha Song-jin’s lengthening words. So to summarize, it’s this, isn’t it?

“You can move targeting people, not spaces.”

“Yes, when I thought like that, the skill in my system window changed too.”

Expansion of thought? Sometimes after gaining realizations like this, talents expand. The most important thing in talents is the awakener’s imagination of how to use that talent.

“You’ve never done it before, can you do it?”

At my question, Cha Song-jin swallowed hard with a tense face.

Usually when talents expand like this, you check how your talent works through experiments several times.

But we don’t have that leisure. Especially since Cha Song-jin’s talent had an enormous cooldown of three days…

“Didn’t you say the cooldown is three days?”

“Only two days have passed, but I think I can use it if I push a little.”

Push a little, he says. He said it simply, but it means enduring pain like his body is being torn apart.

“It’ll take time to find Seo-hyeon inside the Gate too, right? If I go with you, I can drastically reduce that time.”

Cha Song-jin’s face showed enthusiasm never seen before as he passionately said he would be helpful, even blushing. But I can’t just nod right away because this enthusiasm is appreciated.

I pondered. If Cha Song-jin’s words are true, Cha Song-jin will be extremely helpful to me. Then, Ray’s words rang in my head.

—Leave him behind.

‘He could be helpful.’

—The enemy is someone who casually uses mind control. And he can even use talents without us knowing when he did it.

Certainly this point was concerning. I opened my mouth looking at Cha Song-jin:

“The enemy can use mind control. It doesn’t work on me, but you and Kim Jae-ho fell for it nicely. What will you do if you get mind-controlled again when we enter the Gate?”

I appreciated Cha Song-jin’s proposal, but realistic problems still remained.

“If you get mind-controlled again, no, that will happen. You have no countermeasures for that.”

“I looked into related information. You, you can protect your mind with magic power.”

“You looked into related information?”

“I wasn’t just playing around for two days either.”

Cha Song-jin stammered and told me what he found out. If you emit magic power around your body, you can deflect some of the opponent’s mental attacks penetrating your body.

“You can block mind control with magic power for a moment?”

“Yes, I should be able to buy enough time to use my ability. Or you can just knock me out.”

Even if he can’t endure the mind control, it won’t be difficult to subdue Cha Song-jin. I’m not confident I can protect an unconscious Cha Song-jin, but…

—Hmm, are you really thinking of taking this guy?

‘Han Seo-hyeon is a necromancer. If he decides to face me with only summons, I can’t find Seo-hyeon even if I die and come back to life.’

Expecting Han Seo-hyeon to directly reveal himself and face me is too optimistic an imagination. If it were me, that is, if I held the Han Seo-hyeon card… I would absolutely not throw Han Seo-hyeon in front of me.

Whether with sand or summons or other methods, I would chip away at stamina again and again until there’s no stamina left to squeeze out, and then appear to deal the finishing blow.

‘So finding Han Seo-hyeon itself becomes an incredibly advantageous thing for me.’

—Certainly if it’s as you say, that guy would be hugely helpful, but…

‘It’s worth taking a risk.’

If we can find Han Seo-hyeon right away in the Gate, the risk of bringing Cha Song-jin is worth taking.

“The problem is, I may not have the leisure to protect you.”

I wanted to guarantee safety as much as possible, but the opponent is Han Seo-hyeon. Honestly, I’m not confident I can properly face that kid myself.

It means I may have to risk my life. Fighting while taking care of an unconscious Cha Song-jin might be impossible.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Cha Song-jin said.

“The important thing is rescuing him, right? So let’s just think about one thing, without considering my thoughts.”

I don’t know what happened during the past two days, but I appreciated him thinking like this. At my nod, Cha Song-jin nodded with a grave expression.

“But, but I’d like you to be a little mindful…”

I smiled at the muttering heard from behind. Still, thanks to Cha Song-jin, my tension eased a bit.

I still felt I needed to go rescue Han Seo-hyeon right away, but at least I had enough composure to examine the situation.

Right, nothing will work if I get impatient.

Whew, after exhaling internally, I calmly organized my thoughts. While organizing my thoughts like that, I even thought of Kim Jae-ho who would be left alone in the container.

“Oh no, I almost forgot about Jae-ho.”

I narrowed my eyes. Should I leave a short memo? I went back to the container and checked on Kim Jae-ho.

Kim Jae-ho was still unconscious. I could wake him up, but unlike Cha Song-jin who can be easily(?) subdued in an emergency, I had no intention of taking Kim Jae-ho who would be an enormous threat to me.

I attached a memo note where Kim Jae-ho could see it when he wakes up.

I didn’t want to waste time when every moment was urgent, but it would be troublesome for us if Kim Jae-ho went on a rampage looking for us when he woke up.

After neatly leaving a letter for Kim Jae-ho, I headed towards the wall with Cha Song-jin.

Calling Norman and going to the Gate would be the surest method, but I had no intention of doing that. We couldn’t explain how we came out of the Gate without clearing it after entering, and we didn’t have time to waste on that right now.

Then how will we get a car?

The answer is simple.

We steal one. I broke the window of a car parked outside.

“Wh-what are you doing?”

After unlocking the driver’s seat by reaching through the broken window, I said to Cha Song-jin:

“Get in.”

“But there’s no key…”

“I can roughly handle things powered by magic.”

I started the car by moving magic power. As expected, it worked.

Vroom, the car raised dust and moved.

I saw someone who seemed to be the car’s owner belatedly running out from the wall spewing curses, but I ignored it.

“This is a complete crime…”

I twitched my eyebrows at Cha Song-jin’s words.

Well, what can I do? I’m a villain, you know?
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Cha Song-jin turned his gaze out the car window and pressed down hard on his pounding heart.

‘I did it, I really did it.’

Though he was on the way to the Gate in a car with Kang Yi-sin, he still couldn’t believe it.

That he had persuaded this man, and that this man had trusted him.

‘I thought he would resent me, saying it was all because of me.’

Instead, Kang Yi-sin told him that ‘this isn’t your fault’.

The moment he heard those words, Cha Song-jin gained the courage to voice the plans he had only formed in his head for the past two days.

He still didn’t know what possessed him to say all those things.

In fact, they were definitely not words someone like Cha Song-jin would say.

Getting involved in something dangerous to his life. And for someone else, not himself. That ‘someone’ wasn’t even Cha Song-jin’s friend or anything!

But Cha Song-jin didn’t dislike these people.

Yes, that’s the problem. Not disliking them. No, it wasn’t just not disliking them, he actually liked them very, very much.

At first, he hated even breathing the same air as these people, to the point where he whispered to himself every night that he would absolutely not mix with them. But somehow it had become like this.

He didn’t know when his thoughts had changed, but still…

Now he was genuinely worried about Han Seo-hyeon.

Since when had he stopped being annoying or scary, and just become a person named Han Seo-hyeon?

If he had to pinpoint it, wasn’t it from that time?

The day when twinkling stars dotted the black night sky. On the way to buy late night snacks with Kang Yi-sin while breathing in the cool night air.

Seeing Kang Yi-sin’s face as he carefully asked for consideration, for the first time Cha Song-jin thought, how enviable.

The thoughts that had been scratching at Cha Song-jin’s heart for a while had grown undeniably large.


Yes, it’s enviable. Truly enviable. How can they care for each other like that? Watching Kang Yi-sin’s face as he carefully talked about Han Seo-hyeon, saying all this kid’s flaws were his fault, Cha Song-jin felt ashamed.

And soon thought:

How fortunate Han Seo-hyeon is.

It’s difficult to think of someone you truly envy as ‘scary’. Though his heart still sank whenever he met his cold gaze, he saw other things more.

Han Seo-hyeon’s thoughtfulness in taking care of Weltschmerz while always grumbling, his sense of humor exchanging jokes with Kang Yi-sin even with a tired face.

And…

-If there’s nowhere to sit, just sit here. It’s safe here, and well, there’s some shade too.

His seemingly indifferent but kind side that cared for him stuck in a corner during every battle.

After peeling away one layer of prejudice about him being a terrible criminal, Han Seo-hyeon was just a good kid.

At least, Han Seo-hyeon within this Weltschmerz was that kind of child.

And that Han Seo-hyeon is alone in the Gate.

In that Gate that only showed terribly scratching memories.

‘I’ll save him. Yes, I have to go save him.’

Cha Song-jin’s hands were still trembling.

He was still afraid of everything inside the Gate, and worried whether he could really do this properly.

But those worries soon disappeared.

Seeing Kang Yi-sin driving the car with a face full of murderous intent while keeping his mouth shut, Cha Song-jin thought:

Maybe he had also come to rely on that sloppy boss, just like Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho.

* * *

While driving towards the Gate, Cha Song-jin said to me:


“Oh right, there’s something you should know in advance.”

“What is it?”

“The Gate we entered, it was definitely C-grade when we went in, right?”

Cha Song-jin swallowed hard and continued:

“But now it’s S-grade. So everyone’s in an uproar.”

“What?”

Certainly, until we entered, that Gate was a normal C-grade. Well, it turned out to be far from normal when we cracked it open, but at least that’s how it looked from the outside.

But suddenly the grade visible from outside changed?

“I heard a huge energy wave spread outside, and it completely changed to an S-grade Gate.”

“Where did you hear that?”

It’s only been two days since we entered that Gate, and it’s a Gate outside the wall. This kind of high-level information can never be found just by searching the internet.

“I overheard people talking at a pub. Don’t worry. I wore a different face.”

I was genuinely surprised at Cha Song-jin’s words.

“Why, why!”

“No, I just thought it was pretty impressive. How did you understand what they were saying? And how did you think to change your face…”

“The language, I roughly used a translator… Plus they kept talking about ‘Golden Day’ and ‘Asian’. I could understand even without knowing English because they talked so much. And I’ve seen things too, would I walk around with my bare face?”

How admirable! Admirable! I didn’t know Cha Song-jin had this side to him. Cha Song-jin who I thought only knew how to back away saying he was scared and afraid!

—He’s been wonderfully tainted.

At Ray’s harsh evaluation, I immediately said to Ray:

‘Why are you discouraging Cha Song-jin?’


—Why do you always discourage me? That guy can’t even hear my words to begin with?

Hmm, while listening to Ray’s nonsense, we had already arrived at our destination. Actually, the Gate I was aiming for wasn’t visible.

Why? Because people were crowded in front of it.

“Damn it.”

As Cha Song-jin said, the Gate we entered seems to have become the hottest topic here right now. I didn’t expect so many people to be swarming like this.

I immediately got out of the car and walked straight towards the Gate. I pushed away people blocking my path without hesitation.

A few people raised their voices at my rough shoving, but they all stepped back surprised at my fierce expression.

Reaching the front of the Gate like that.

The Gate spewing out ominous magic power while dyed black looked completely different from the Gate I entered just two days ago.

To be honest, it’s so completely different that I could believe the Gate I entered had disappeared and a different Gate had appeared in the same place, no, that would make more sense.

But I was certain that the Gate right in front of me was the same Gate I had entered.

—That is…

‘It’s Seo-hyeon’s magic power.’

I could immediately recognize whose magic power was flowing out of the Gate.

Han Seo-hyeon is in here.

I clenched my fists.

It wasn’t a good sign that he was releasing magic power to the extent of changing the magic power flowing outside the Gate.

‘Seo-hyeon can operate the most magic power among us.’

He originally had a vast amount of magic power in his body, but especially after obtaining Yebrica’s Mana Stone, he became able to use an enormous amount of magic power.

If that bastard is using all that magic power…

‘Damn it.’

What on earth is happening in there?

[Hey! You can’t approach carelessly!]

Ignoring the person speaking behind me, I quickly scanned the faces of the people in front of the Gate.

Except for one person, I didn’t recognize any of them. Fortunately, I only needed that one person.

[So no matter how great a mercenary group, it’s just C-grade…]

I didn’t care about the greedy agency blabbering on like that.

[Norman.]

I went straight to my agency.

[Huuk!]

Norman stumbled backwards with a dumbfounded expression after confirming my face.

At that reaction, the gazes of the people standing around all turned towards me and Norman.

[Wh-why are you doing this?]

Even at those words grabbing Norman from the side and asking, Norman couldn’t answer. His gaze was still fixed on my face.

[Who are these people?]

At my question, Norman looked at me with a scrunched face. It was a face wanting to confirm if what he was seeing was really real, not an illusion or ghost. I grabbed Norman’s forearm.

[Yes, it’s real. It’s really me.]

Norman glanced at the people around and whispered in my ear:

[How on earth did you get out of there?]

[That’s not what’s important right now. Why are so many people crowded around my Gate?]

Norman hardened his face at my words.

[That Gate belongs to Golden Day, right? At least while I’m alive. Isn’t that right?]

As I said, that Gate was our mercenary group’s. Unless our mercenary group failed the conquest, in other words, died.

Norman muttered with a pale face:

[Oh, my goodness.]

[So tell everyone to get lost from here.]

[W-wait a moment. There was an explosive energy reaction from the Gate after your mercenary group entered. What I handed over to you was a C-grade Gate, but that’s an S-grade Gate.]

Norman who whispered like that rolled his eyes and added:

[I don’t know how you got out, but entering there now is suicide.]

[I don’t care about that. So that Gate is mine, right?]

I scrunched my face fiercely and grabbed Norman’s collar. Norman who ended up with his forehead against mine flailed his body. After throwing Norman’s body away, I shouted to everyone:

[This Gate belongs to our Golden Day mercenary group. So get lost.]

[A mere C-grade mercenary group is going to enter an S-grade Gate? That’s reckless.]

[Whether it’s reckless or whatever. This Gate is ours. So it’s best to give up on touching this Gate until we all die.]

At my words, the agencies laughed emptily as if finding it ridiculous, but no one could deny my words.

I carefully examined the faces of those laughing at my words and warned them with my eyes.

I need to nail it down clearly.

Han Seo-hyeon is inside.

If these people interfere and cause any problems in rescuing Han Seo-hyeon…

‘I’ll kill them all.’

I turned my gaze back to Norman.

[Take responsibility and make sure no one can enter.]

While fixing Norman’s crumpled collar because of me, I whispered to Norman:

[You’re my agency, right? So don’t let anyone in until I die. Right, one week. If I don’t return in one week, transfer ownership. But until then, it’s ours.]

After patting Norman’s shoulder, I signaled Cha Song-jin with my eyes. Following my eye signal, Cha Song-jin who was stuck in a corner carefully moved his feet.

So slow.

I walked forward and grabbed Cha Song-jin’s wrist. And headed towards the Gate without hesitation.

And after exhaling once, I entered inside.

It’s time to go rescue our first.

* * *

The two people entered the Gate without giving time to stop them.

“Huh…”

The agencies who were about to form a conquest team to conquer the S-grade Gate could only have blank expressions like dogs that lost the chickens they were chasing.

And people’s gazes focused on Norman.

“Who on earth were those people just now?”

“G-Golden Day mercenary group.”

“Those guys entered here two days ago, right? I thought they’d be dead by now…”

Norman was also just as confused.

“Won’t they die soon? They entered an S-grade Gate with just two people…”

“But look at that temper. He said not to let anyone in for a week.”

“My goodness, what is all this about.”

Even Norman who had to clean up this situation was just staring at the Gate with a blank expression.

And Eddie, who had been watching this whole situation, burst into laughter among the people who had fallen into bewilderment.

“Hahaha, they’ve got more guts than they look.”

Eddie rolled his eyes while sucking on a lollipop.

‘They’re definitely not ordinary guys.’

Logically, the possibility of them, a mere C-grade mercenary company, conquering an S-grade Gate and coming out is infinitely close to 0. There are only two of them. It’s a difficult task even if both people were 7-star grade hunters.

But why?

“I feel like they’ll definitely come out.”

Eddie’s eyes shone.

“Then should I camp out here until then?”

Because he wanted to be the first to greet that person when they conquer the Gate and come out.
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As soon as we passed through the Gate, we were greeted by a dim sky. At first, I thought we had entered at night.

But when I looked up, the sun was still shining brightly in the sky. This meant something else was making the surroundings dark…

That something else was black sand mixed with Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power. There was so much black sand spread all around that it blocked out the sunlight.

—This reminds me of the time with Yebrica.

Like that monster that had completely covered several kilometers around with sand, Han Seo-hyeon inside this Gate had also summoned enough sand with his magic power to cover this entire Gate.

Even for Han Seo-hyeon with his vast magic power, wasting magic like this is not a good choice.

No, it’s not just not good. This is madness.

‘We need to find Han Seo-hyeon as soon as possible.’

—Right, if we’re late, that kid might really become a mummy with all his magic power sucked out.

‘Don’t make jokes like that. I’m terrified it might really be like that.’

Ray closed his mouth at my words. My heart was pounding madly.

I was truly, sincerely afraid. Afraid that something bad had happened to Han Seo-hyeon.

“Kuhh.”

I immediately turned my head back at the groan heard from behind. I quickly supported Cha Song-jin who was staggering. As he said he would, he seemed to be defending his mind by drawing up magic power, as Cha Song-jin’s face was flushed red.

—He looks unstable.

As Ray said, Cha Song-jin’s complexion didn’t look good. I asked Cha Song-jin:

“Can you find Seo-hyeon?”

I want to worry about Cha Song-jin, but time is gold for us right now.

“The ma-magic interference is severe. I-I don’t know if I can…”

I grabbed Cha Song-jin’s trembling hand and said looking into his eyes:


“Stay calm. You can do it.”

In a space so full of others’ magic power, manifesting a spatial talent will be difficult. Especially in a place with a monster trying to dig into your mind. But he had to do it.

“You can do it.”

At my words, Cha Song-jin tightly closed his eyes and moved his magic power. Slowly, Cha Song-jin’s magic power came to me. Unlike before when the teleportation was completed in an instant, Cha Song-jin’s magic power moved very slowly.

I closed my eyes feeling Cha Song-jin’s magic power envelop my body.

The sensation of passing through a rubber membrane wrapping my whole body constricted me. And when I opened my eyes, what appeared before us was an ashen land.

Unlike the Gate entrance where some sunlight still entered, this place was dark and dark as if darkness ruled.

I turned my head at the groan heard from beside me.

“Kughhh.”

Perhaps due to side effects from using his ability before the cooldown was complete, Cha Song-jin coughed up black blood. I caught Cha Song-jin’s collapsing body.

“No need to knock me out… I-I think I’m going to faint…”

Cha Song-jin who said that with rough coughing fainted just as he said.

I dug the ground with magic power and buried Cha Song-jin’s body there. I made an air hole so he wouldn’t suffocate to death.

—They say squirrels can’t find most of the acorns they bury.

“Why are you saying that now of all times?”

—So I’m telling you to make sure you find that guy.

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of being worse than a squirrel.”

Even joking with Ray couldn’t completely shake off the tension. Because of the strong magic power felt in the surroundings.

Swish swish, I scrunched my face seeing the sand moving under my feet. Both the amount of sand and the amount of magic power were much thicker than what I felt at the Gate entrance.

I instinctively realized. That this was the ‘center’.


Cha Song-jin had successfully brought me to Han Seo-hyeon.

I slowly moved my steps.

First, I need to move away from Cha Song-jin. If I fight here, Cha Song-jin will get hurt.

The world that could only be perceived by the very faint light entering through the sand spread like mist in the air was chillingly black.

The ground I was stepping on, and the trees that once formed a forest.

The only things not black in this situation were the red eyes that appeared between the trees that had turned pitch black.

The monsters that had lived here had all been turned into undead by someone. There were easily over twenty just counting roughly.

I rolled a mana stone taken from the pouch tied at my waist in my hand.

“Looks like you’re planning to push with numbers as expected.”

I immediately drew up magic power and created ice spears. As ice spears formed in the air, black magical beasts sprang out from the forest and rushed at me.

I immediately waved my hand and stabbed ice spears into the dog-like magical beasts.

Thud, thud. All I heard was the sound of flesh being pierced. There were no pain-filled groans that living creatures would normally make.

In the silent, silent interval. I dealt with the ground dogs rushing at me with ice spears.

The total number I dealt with like that was eight. But there were still many dogs, and I had used up all my ice spears.

After catching my breath briefly, I moved the ground. Three magical beasts rushing at me tumbled as they hit the suddenly risen earthen wall. Then Ray’s sharp warning rang in my head.

—Be careful.

At that warning, I quickly surrounded my body with a shield. Before I could reinforce the shield, a tremendous explosion occurred near my side.

“Ugh!”

The 2-stroke shield was torn apart like paper by the explosion of tremendous force.

My body flew several meters and crashed into a tree.


“Kuhuk.”

Not only was my side completely ruptured, but my insides that hit the tree were also a mess.

Bone bomb.

The thing Han Seo-hyeon had shown me with a smiling face exploded at my side. It’s fortunate I had a shield up, otherwise my body might have been shattered to pieces. No, it’s already shattered to pieces.

“Weeuk.”

After vomiting a bowl of blood, I wiped the blood with the back of my hand.

“This hurts like hell.”

I staggered to my feet. Seeing the black sand starting to gather before my eyes as if not giving me time to rest, I let out an empty laugh.

“You sure learn well even without being taught.”

I quickly rolled my damaged body forward. Sand spears that exactly copied my ice spears pierced into the space where I had been standing. You shouldn’t underestimate them just because they’re made of sand. Sand imbued with Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power was as hard as iron.

Thud, thud, I kept moving my body avoiding the sand piercing into the ground.

Still, the fortunate thing is…

‘He’s only using techniques with very simple usage methods. Well, a fake couldn’t possibly match Seo-hyeon’s sand control ability. If it were the real Seo-hyeon, he could have ground me up by now.’

—Is this the time to praise that kid! Wake up! I’m worried you might really die at this rate!

Ray’s concern is reasonable. In less than five minutes since coming here, my body has become a complete mess.

And I haven’t even confirmed Han Seo-hyeon’s face yet.

I used wind called with magic power to move my body. My body fluttered weakly in the air like a marionette with cut strings.

“Kuk.”

The recoil on my body from moving like throwing myself in the air was no joke, but there was no other way to avoid the spears flying in the air.

After barely avoiding the spears, I headed straight for the forest.

Boom, boom.

Terrifying sounds came from behind me. The sound of trees constantly exploding behind me. I ran without looking back.

Everywhere I passed became ruins. It’s not the time to quote poetry, but my situation was exactly like that. Tree fragments grazed past my cheek. If I stop walking, I’ll end up like that.

I ran in a circle. Unfortunately, I couldn’t run too far away either.

After all, all this hardship was to find Han Seo-hyeon who would be somewhere here and return.

“Huh, huh.”

Though I move using magic power, I still needed stamina to move my body. Though I had trained my body to the best of my ability until now, I was gradually becoming ragged from the attacks flying one after another without time to catch my breath.

I realized.

Just avoiding like this is an amateur’s method.

After catching my breath for a moment, I met the sand spears flying towards me with identical ice spears.

Seeing the sand shatter to powder in the air, I drew up magic power once again.

I sprayed magic power generously enough to heat up my magic bracelet. I not only used ice spears, but also wind blades, poured water on the sand, and even completely froze the sand with ice.

But that was only for a moment.

Like scooping a cup of water from the sea, the sand I destroyed was soon replaced by other sand.

I filled in mana stones with trembling hands.

Taking advantage of this brief gap while I was recharging mana stones, another bone bomb flew in.

“Ugh!”

This time I tried burying the bone bomb by calling forth soil. But I realized this wasn’t a good method either the moment the bone bomb exploded.

Boom, soil flew in all directions.

I had to hurriedly surround myself with a shield against the soil debris shooting like bullets.

—It would be better not to use this method.

I nodded frantically agreeing with Ray’s words.

“Huh, huh…”

As expected, it wasn’t easy even though I had anticipated it.

When I tried to close the distance, bone bombs flew in, and when I tried to increase the distance, sand spears and magical beasts rushed in.

Magical beast corpses were piling up, but this wasn’t a good sign either. Why? Because the magical beasts that fell to me stood up again after a little time passed.

‘Unless I completely pulverize the corpses, it seems this fight won’t end.’

I searched for Han Seo-hyeon while dealing with all of that, but all I could see was the forest dyed completely black.

I was certain he was nearby, but I had no idea where he was.

I was quite confident in reading mana. My sense was sensitive enough to read the location of mana stones deep in the ground. After obtaining Ray, I became sensitive enough to mana to read the aura of artifacts.

The problem is that the magic power in the surroundings is so thick that I can’t pinpoint Han Seo-hyeon’s location even with that sensitive sense.

Clang!

There was no time to continue that thought. I stabbed a dagger into the nape of the magical beast rushing at me. While kicking and breaking off the already tattered neck of the magical beast, I exhaled rough breaths.

“Huh, huh.”

The problem was that I was gradually getting tired. There’s a limit to assisting movement with magic power too.

What appeared in place of the magical beasts were black skeletons.

“Ha.”

The skeletons’ movements seemed like a mix of mine and Kim Jae-ho’s. I’ve been constantly battling with Kim Jae-ho until now.

The skeletons whose movements were all predictable were actually the easiest opponents for me to deal with. While smashing the ribs after diving into the embrace of a skeleton rushing at me with a sword, I muttered:

“I’ve properly faced Kim Jae-ho recently, you know.”

So a degraded version like you is laughable. While crushing the skeleton’s shin bone held in my hand with magic power, I deflected the sand spears flying towards me by calling forth ice spears.

Bone bombs, magical beasts. Skeletons and sand spears too.

“Haa, haa…”

Something big.

I need something big.

I, who am not a physical enhancement type, cannot surpass human limits. Gradually my body was driven to its limits, and sweat poured madly from my overheated body.

Magic power flowed from the bracelet along the mana circuit. The mana drawn from mana stones heated up my mana circuits. A little more, just a little more.

I gathered mana while ignoring the magical beasts rushing at me from all directions.

The sand Han Seo-hyeon called forth is not much different from Yebrica’s. The strategy to deal with it is similar too.

If I grind away all the visible sand at once, a gap will appear for you too.

Just before a magical beast tore into my nape, I released all the magic power gathered in my entire body. 3 strokes, 70% output. As pain like lightning striking my whole body spread, the wind extending from my fingertips eventually created a huge vortex.

The artificially created hurricane sucked in everything. The magical beasts aiming for my nape, the sand spears flying towards me, the bone bombs waiting to explode.

And even the black sand blocking my entire view.

I smiled feeling the brilliant sunlight touching my cheek.
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After clearing away all the black sand blocking my view, the devastation around me came into full view at once.

Not only the corpses of magical beasts and skeletons that had rushed at me and been pierced by ice spears, but where bone bombs had exploded, craters large enough for several people to fit in had formed.

Looking at the ashen ground scorched by magic power, I let out an empty laugh. Seeing it like this, it felt like I had fallen into the middle of a battlefield. The scene before my eyes was such a mess it was hard to believe it was created by just two awakeners.

Well, both Han Seo-hyeon and I used techniques pouring out magic power without holding back, so I suppose it’s natural.

I raised my trembling body.

There’s no time to relax. As time passes, this area will be covered in sand again. And Han Seo-hyeon will hide again.

So I need to find Han Seo-hyeon now while the view is clear.

“Ack.”

But my body wouldn’t move as I wanted. Ray quickly asked me as I staggered:

—Are you okay?

I wanted to answer that I was fine, but how could I be? As always, the price for raising the output was certain. Perhaps because I had used mana from mana stones with a body that was already not in good shape, even the slightest movement felt painful as if my whole body was being stabbed by needles.

—You, you!

Ray made a fuss. Ah, I wiped the warm liquid flowing from my philtrum. Earlier I had vomited blood, but now it was a nosebleed. Perhaps because I had overused mana, my mana circuits were overheating, and my whole body was burning with fever.

‘When I quit Weltschmerz and retire later, maybe I’ll start a hunter academy.’

Look at Han Seo-hyeon. When he first came to me, he could barely summon a few rats, but now he’s become such an amazing hunter.

Maybe I have quite a talent for raising people?

—Is this the time to make jokes!

‘Haha…’

I chuckled. If I didn’t make jokes like this, the pain throughout my body would be unbearable. I felt like I wanted to rip out the nerves feeling pain in my body and send them somewhere far away.

I desperately continued my thoughts.


‘Well, even without me, Seo-hyeon would have become strong somehow. Still, it’s a bit embarrassing to be beaten by the staff I gifted him.’

—Right, it’s embarrassing. So focus and get your act together. Unless you want to die at the hands of your cherished subordinate.

‘That’s right, I need to pull myself together.’

My reason flickered momentarily from the extreme pain. I just wanted to lie down and spout nonsense, but I can’t do that.

First, I need to find Han Seo-hyeon. I forced my eyes that wouldn’t open properly to blink wide.

Past the corpses strewn about, piles of bones, craters, and blackened trees, next to a rock.

Han Seo-hyeon was there beside that rock.

After fighting that guy for a long time since coming here, I could finally face Han Seo-hyeon.

The distance between Han Seo-hyeon and me was only a few dozen meters.

I swallowed my breath as soon as I saw Han Seo-hyeon’s appearance.

“Seo-hyeon-ah.”

Of course, there was no answer to my call.

I didn’t expect an answer either. It’s just that the moment I confirmed Han Seo-hyeon’s face, his name escaped like a groan.

Han Seo-hyeon’s face was as pale as a corpse, kneeling with his eyes closed and staff extended forward. Han Seo-hyeon’s body, half-submerged in the black sand flowing from the staff, looked in poor condition even at a glance.

The blood vessels standing out prominently were filled with a dark energy, and his lips were also dyed black.

It was like looking at a mana poisoning patient.

—It can’t really be mana poisoning. Han Seo-hyeon is an awakener with high-grade talent.

‘No matter how much of an awakener he is, if his ability is abused like this, his body will break down.’

As expected. Han Seo-hyeon’s body, which had been extracting magic power without proper rest for days, was already abnormal.

The mana stone that had fused with Han Seo-hyeon’s body was extracting magic power without any consideration for Han Seo-hyeon’s body.


At this rate, he’s no different from a filter extracting the magic power contained in the mana stone.

I was furious enough that my eyes rolled back in my head.

How dare you make Han Seo-hyeon like this?

Fortunately, the culprit behind this was right nearby.

Behind Han Seo-hyeon was a strange monster that looked like a transparent planarian. About the size of a kindergartener. With shining white wings attached, it was gently swimming through the air behind Han Seo-hyeon, looking at me.

The two black dots on its face resembling a ray made the already pretty creature look quite cute.

It was ironic. That such a horrible deed was committed by something that looked so adorable.

The moment my eyes met the creature’s black pupils, the system informed me of its identity.

「You encounter the ‘Deceiver’.」

The fact that such a thought was heard means this creature’s identity is quite special.

Well, it would be a problem if something that can freely manipulate awakeners’ minds was ordinary.

The Deceiver, huh.

‘This is a monster I’ve never seen before.’

—Same here.

Unlike Ray who has a detachable memory that brings up useless information whenever needed, it was very unusual for me to encounter a monster I had never seen before.

That’s because I graduated from Babel Academy, considered the best in Korea. Although my evaluation there was the worst, I practically lived in the library and read almost every book there.

But this is the first time I’ve seen something like this.

‘It doesn’t matter what it is.’

Whatever it is, killing it is enough.

The Deceiver, huh. I’ll take your life as punishment for deceiving us. The Deceiver, fluttering its small wings behind Han Seo-hyeon, smiled at me.


“Yeah, I’ve decided to tear you to shreds.”

Before I collapse, I need to somehow take down that thing.

If I can just take down that thing, I can turn this situation around right away.

As the Deceiver’s body flashed, Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power started moving. Seeing the black magic power starting to gather again, I muttered a curse.

If sand spears fly at me again when I can barely stand, that will be the end of everything.

“Ptui.”

I spat out the blood that kept rising from inside. My body is already at its limit. If I hadn’t been gradually recovering my body with super regeneration in between, I would have collapsed long ago.

But the situation isn’t bad. Haven’t I finally found a way to end this nonsense?

I grabbed a mana stone with trembling hands. Ray spoke in a horrified voice, having read what I was planning to do just from that small action:

—You can’t mean…

‘It’s all over now.’

—You won’t be able to handle it.

I know too. What happens when I use high output consecutively. There’s a reason I don’t use over 70% output. Because I really feel like I’ll die if I do it repeatedly.

But…

‘It’s right in front of me.’

I inserted the mana stone into the bracelet. And immediately drew up magic power.

The magic power spreading from the bracelet became white lightning crackling at my fingertips.

The lightning from my fingertips immediately flew towards the Deceiver. Han Seo-hyeon slammed his staff on the ground.

The lightning I summoned flowed into the ground along Han Seo-hyeon’s sand.

The Deceiver was still gently swimming behind Han Seo-hyeon, looking at me. Would it be an exaggeration to feel like those round eyes were mocking me?

Yeah, you can block my attack once, and maybe twice.

Just as my body is a mess, Han Seo-hyeon’s body is also a mess. No matter how much magic power I invested to clear the surroundings, the fact that everything is so clean now means Han Seo-hyeon is also too exhausted to summon much sand again.

Which means…

I fired lightning repeatedly. The speed of lightning is like light. The movement of sand was inevitably slower than that.

Each time I fired lightning, the amount of black sand protecting the Deceiver could only decrease.

And when the amount of sand noticeably decreased, I raised the output to maximum.

I gathered magic power again and again to the point where the surrounding air changed. The magic power assimilated to me instantly changed the nature of the magic power in the surrounding air.

The moment my hair stood up from static electricity, I snapped my fingers.

At that moment, the lightning became a huge light flying towards the Deceiver.

The lightning I summoned immediately struck the Deceiver. Lightning crackled around the Deceiver’s body and its body twisted.

The Deceiver fell to the ground making a strange sound.

It was pathetically weak.

It was a fragile and shoddy creature that was hard to believe caused all this. As soon as the sand protecting it disappeared, it fell ridiculously easily.

It’s done.

The Deceiver collapsed, and Han Seo-hyeon fell to her knees. I smiled seeing that sight.

But what I didn’t expect was… that the Deceiver had also prepared an attack while defending.

“Kuhuk.”

After coughing up blood, I slowly lowered my gaze. A sand spear was stuck in my side.

Damn it.

Only then did I feel tremendous pain. My vision tilted. I collapsed to the ground.

—Wake up, wake up!

Ray’s voice belatedly rang in my head. Ray’s voice that I couldn’t hear due to tension now finally reached me.

‘You should have… told me earlier.’

—I did! I did! You weren’t sane enough to hear it!

Ah, this isn’t good. My vision was gradually turning black. I felt my clothes getting soaked with blood flowing from my side.

Sacrificing flesh to gain bone was a strategy I often used, but I was caught by that Deceiver in exactly the same way.

The white Deceiver was trembling, but unlike me who had taken critical damage from this attack, that thing’s body was still intact.

Though it was trembling from the shock of being struck by lightning, it meant it was still properly breathing.

‘I must kill it…’

I tried to somehow squeeze out mana, but with my gradually fading consciousness, I couldn’t produce anything.

I needed to at least properly feed that thing a magic bullet or something…

—Don’t lose consciousness. Hey? Are you listening to me?

Ray’s words gradually faded away. I tried to answer something, but my thoughts wouldn’t connect properly.

Gradually, even the pain faded.

I was just sleepy.

At that moment, something appeared before my blurry eyes.

It was the white skeleton I had suspected to be Han Jo-hee.

That skeleton, which hadn’t shown even the tip of its nose until now, suddenly appeared between me and Han Seo-hyeon.

Whatever summoned that, it probably wasn’t the Deceiver or Han Seo-hyeon. They should be in disarray from the lightning I fired.

I had never heard of skeletons moving freely without a necromancer’s orders, but originally this skeleton was an oddball that would occasionally pop out when Han Seo-hyeon lost consciousness.

Why, and why now of all times, did that thing appear?

The white skeleton stepped forward.

It moved towards Han Seo-hyeon and raised its hand to pat his head. But that was only for a moment.

Raising its fist, it struck Han Seo-hyeon’s crown.

Puk, hearing that quite painful sound, I chuckled.

“Ah.”

That must have hurt quite a bit.

With that thought, I lost consciousness.
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Han Seo-hyeon was looking back on old memories.

‘Is this a dream?’

It must be a dream. Ever since his brother ended up like that, Han Seo-hyeon’s dreams had always been revisiting the past.

It was right after Han Seo-hyeon had finished awakening. Hearing that his brother had awakened her ability, Han Jo-hee asked with an excited face:

“Seo-hyeon, what’s your ability?”

“It’s the ability to move dead animals…”

After saying that, Han Seo-hyeon unconsciously glanced at Han Jo-hee’s reaction. Because he knew how Han Jo-hee felt about his interest in insect and animal corpses since childhood.

As expected, Han Jo-hee’s expression wasn’t very good. Han Jo-hee’s expression suddenly brightened only after hearing Han Seo-hyeon’s grade.

After that, Han Jo-hee continued to show interest in Han Seo-hyeon’s talent occasionally. But he couldn’t carelessly use the ability to move corpses.

Perhaps because of Han Seo-hyeon’s ability, Han Jo-hee would freak out even when crime-related things came on TV, saying you must never become such a bad person.

Though you have an ability people avoid and possess black magic power, you’re a good kid, he said. A kind kid, he said. That’s what’s important, he said.

“What ability you have isn’t important. What’s important is how you use that ability.”

Han Jo-hee who said that put his hand on Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and said with a serious face:

“So let’s go to hunter academy.”

It was words to make his heart flutter, but Han Seo-hyeon immediately shook his head.

“The academy won’t accept me.”

“Is Babel the only hunter academy?”

After learning that Han Seo-hyeon had awakened a talent with A-grade potential, Han Jo-hee immediately headed to Babel Academy with Han Seo-hyeon. They thought admission would be possible of course, but the answer was rejection. Something about not being able to accept an awakener who uses dangerous black magic power. Han Seo-hyeon was greatly disappointed at those words, but soon shook off his lingering attachments.

But Han Jo-hee couldn’t do that, it seems.

“You know how expensive private hunter academies are.”


The tuition for private hunter academies was too expensive for Han Jo-hee, who had just become an adult, to afford.

“I’ll just go to a regular high school.”

“You’re going to waste a talent with A-grade potential just like that? When others all become hunters and enter guilds, do you want to do manual labor like me?”

“What’s wrong with working like you?”

“You! You can’t become like me.”

Han Jo-hee who was always kind to Han Seo-hyeon got very angry at Han Seo-hyeon’s words that day. Until Han Seo-hyeon said crying that he would attend hunter academy.

So Han Seo-hyeon decided to attend hunter academy. The young Han Seo-hyeon didn’t know what Han Jo-hee had done and sacrificed in that process. After all, Han Seo-hyeon was only fourteen years old at the time.

One thing for certain is that from then on, fatigue clung to Han Jo-hee’s face and didn’t disappear.

A narrow single room, with mold growing here and there, so old and worn out it looked like it would collapse at any moment. Han Seo-hyeon and Han Jo-hee were lying down covered by the same blanket in that narrow room.

“Seo-hyeon, you need to do well when you go to the academy tomorrow.”

“I said I’ll do well, why do you keep saying that.”

Han Seo-hyeon frowned at Han Jo-hee’s worry. Han Jo-hee chuckled seeing Han Seo-hyeon’s pouty face.

“I know you’ll do well. I’m just worried because I worry a lot.”

“Geez. Worrying must be your fate.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Han Jo-hee shrugged his shoulders.

“That’s right, worrying is my fate. They say I was originally born to worry a lot.”

“Who says?”

“Mom. She had my fortune told long ago and it said that. That I have a fate of worrying a lot throughout my life.”

Though his insides churned at hearing the word ‘mom’ after so long, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth in a deliberately grumpy tone:

“Come on, isn’t that a quack? What kind of fortune telling gives that kind of interpretation? They should only say good things.”


At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Han Jo-hee said:

“Still, it’s not a completely bad story. Some people are told they’ll get divorced five times.”

“If you get divorced five times, that means you got married five times too. That’s pretty impressive?”

“What on earth are you saying!”

Han Seo-hyeon burst out laughing at Han Jo-hee’s horrified voice. His innocent brother who was strangely naive always freaked out at jokes like this.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll do well so you don’t have to worry.”

Han Seo-hyeon told Han Jo-hee confidently. That he would do so well that his brother wouldn’t have to worry about him.

At this time, Han Seo-hyeon had no idea about his future. How he, born with black magic power and the talent of necromancy, would be treated at hunter academy.

“You just need to comfortably wait believing I’ll succeed.”

So he said such immature words. Because he really thought he would succeed.

“Haha, am I going to benefit from my little brother?”

“Yeah. So don’t work too much. You should go on dates with someone you like and enjoy life a bit.”

“Oh my, our Seo-hyeon has such deep thoughts. I feel like I’m going to cry.”

“Ah, come on! When someone talks seriously you should listen seriously.”

Han Seo-hyeon and Han Jo-hee chattered all night long, bumping into each other in the narrow blanket. Until Han Jo-hee looked at the clock and said with a stern face ‘It’s really time to sleep now’.

And suddenly Han Seo-hyeon was back in the hospital room of that day.

It was the last day he saw Han Jo-hee alive.

After sending away Detective Do Chae-hee who was asking various questions, Han Seo-hyeon turned his head back.

Looking at his brother lying in bed with a pale face, Han Seo-hyeon felt a deep fatigue.

It was tiring that the brother he had been searching for desperately for days had ended up like this, and the police with their needless suspicions too. Everything was just exhausting. But what was hardest for Han Seo-hyeon was Han Jo-hee stubbornly refusing to receive treatment.


“Let’s discharge right now. Do you know how much the hospital bills here are?”

“I know, but how long can you last if you leave here? A day? Two days?”

Han Seo-hyeon didn’t have the courage to let go of Han Jo-hee yet. He had never imagined a life without Han Jo-hee. Why should I live if my brother is gone? How can you tell me to live the rest of my life with such irresponsible words?

Forcibly suppressing the sharp words rising from inside, Han Seo-hyeon continued speaking to Han Jo-hee’s question:

“Crimson Hound Guild gave some compensation money. For now just focus on recovering your body.”

Most of it was a lie, but he didn’t feel guilty. Because the most important thing now was saving Han Jo-hee.

“If you have that kind of money you should spend it on yourself. For the academy…”

At those words, Han Seo-hyeon exploded.

“If it wasn’t for the damn academy’s practical training fees in the first place, you wouldn’t have ended up like this!”

At the time he didn’t know. He was just angry. Because he couldn’t understand his brother who was still hung up on the academy even in this situation. Because he hated his brother who could so easily give up his own life but still forced the academy on him.

So Han Seo-hyeon didn’t even think to look at what kind of expression Han Jo-hee was making then, what kind of thoughts he was having.

Looking at his past self leaving the hospital room without hesitation, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“Don’t do that. Stay by your brother’s side.”

But that voice didn’t reach his past self. Han Seo-hyeon left the hospital room without hesitation.

Unlike his past self who left his brother heartlessly, Han Seo-hyeon slowly approached Han Jo-hee. But Han Jo-hee lying in bed couldn’t recognize Han Seo-hyeon right in front of him and was just blankly staring at his past self who had already left.

Han Seo-hyeon was greatly surprised when he examined Han Jo-hee’s face.

Han Jo-hee was crying. Looking at Han Seo-hyeon’s back, he was silently shedding tears without even making a sound.

“Why are you crying like that.”

What on earth did my brother do wrong to be crying? I’m the bad one for making my brother cry. I’m the one who made my brother upset. How could you say such things after all the effort to raise me? You should have gotten angry instead.

Words he couldn’t bring himself to say piled up.

Before Han Seo-hyeon could comfort him, the Han Jo-hee before his eyes disappeared like an illusion.

“Ah.”

Instead, the already dead Han Jo-hee appeared before his eyes.

“Brother…”

Twisted arms and legs, a face contorted in pain, a body turned to rags. It was exactly the appearance he had confirmed in the morgue.

It was such a horrible sight that some would scream, but Han Seo-hyeon calmly looked at Han Jo-hee like that.

“I’m sorry.”

And then he said the words he couldn’t bring hiself to say:

“What you were worried about was my future, right? ‘You can’t live a bottom-of-the-barrel life like me.’ You always said that.”

That’s probably why he brought up the academy even while dying.

What Han Jo-hee worried about until the end in that hospital room that day was Han Seo-hyeon’s future. Because he wanted Han Seo-hyeon not to live a bottom-of-the-barrel life like himself, because he wanted Han Seo-hyeon to live a wonderful life unlike himself.

Because he loved his younger brother in that way.

“I didn’t know. Back then… I just hated you.”

If I had known it would be the last time, I wouldn’t have said such things.

Instead, I would have said:

Thank you, brother.

And I’m sorry. For not understanding your feelings. That day, I shouldn’t have said those things.

That wasn’t the end of what he needed to apologize for.

“There’s something else I’m sorry for.”

For ultimately not living the life you wanted for me, for ultimately choosing revenge. For ultimately becoming the villain you told me so much not to become, saying I would take revenge just for myself.

Every night, Han Seo-hyeon conveyed apologies that would never reach his brother.

“But you know. I just couldn’t become a wonderful hunter graduating from the academy like you wanted.”

The moment he faced Han Jo-hee who had returned in tatters, without a single part intact, the foolish younger brother abandoned even his brother’s last wish. He threw the years of sacrifice his brother had made into the trash.

“You said that even if I was born with this kind of ability, I just needed to live kindly, but I’m actually not such a good person.”

I wasn’t such a good person to begin with. I just pretended to be a good person because I didn’t want to disappoint you.

Han Seo-hyeon poured out the words he couldn’t say to him brother until now.

“So I’m sorry.”

His eyes grew hot. Han Seo-hyeon lowered his head. His tears fell drip drip onto his feet.

There were too many things to be sorry to his brother for.

Sorry for ignoring your sacrifices.

Sorry for ignoring your wishes and saying I would take revenge.

And finally…

“Sorry for not regretting it.”

For doing everything you told me not to do, and yet… for daring to not even regret it. For making the same choice a hundred times even if I went back to that day, I’m sorry for that.

At that moment, a white skeleton appeared before his eyes.

“Brother?”

It was the very skeleton Han Seo-hyeon had first summoned.

Without him giving any orders, that skeleton walked steadily towards him. Then it stood crookedly and glared at him. As if very displeased with Han Seo-hyeon’s words.

“What is it.”

Han Seo-hyeon frowned.

“You’re not my brother.”

He wanted to see his brother again. If this was just a dream anyway, he wanted to see his brother who he could never see again. Even if it was that final appearance that made his heart ache just to look at.

It was much better than this bag of bones.

“Disappear.”

But no matter how much he ordered inwardly, the skeleton didn’t disappear.

The skeleton that approached him steadily raised its hand.

“What are you doing?”

Han Seo-hyeon tried to control the skeleton, but the skeleton didn’t listen. And thud. With the sensation of the skeleton striking his head, Han Seo-hyeon opened his eyes.

“Huk, huk…”

Han Seo-hyeon blinked. His blurry vision gradually became clear. What came into his eyes was the white skeleton.

“What is it…”

Hadn’t he woken up from the dream?

No, this isn’t a dream. Han Seo-hyeon took a breath. The sand that had been firmly restraining his body scattered the moment Han Seo-hyeon came to his senses. And Han Seo-hyeon collapsed face down on the ground.

“Ugh!”

Leaving Han Seo-hyeon who had collapsed behind, the skeleton moved its steps. Han Seo-hyeon followed the skeleton with his gaze.

“Where are you going…”

Like in the ‘dream’, the skeleton didn’t listen to Han Seo-hyeon’s orders. The skeleton unhesitatingly detached its left arm bone. Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open at that sight.

The skeleton waved the detached left arm bone held in its right hand. The blunt bone instantly became a sharp sword.

The skeleton holding the sword struck down at something writhing on the ground. Those mechanical movements devoid of any emotion continued several times.

How much time passed like that?

「You have passed the ‘Deceiver’s’ trial.」

System windows popped up incessantly before his eyes. Through that, he realized. Though he didn’t know what had happened, this skeleton had just saved him.

The skeleton walked over slowly. Thud, the skeleton that had tapped his head pointed at someone with its one remaining hand.

It was Kang Yi-sin lying collapsed covered in blood.
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The area around the Gate, which had been empty until just a few days ago, was now filled with temporary containers.

Interest in the first S-grade Gate to appear in Utah was that explosive.

Well, even for an S-grade Gate, it wouldn’t have received this much attention if it was an ordinary Gate. The reason this Gate in front of them was receiving such explosive interest was because it had transformed from a mere C-grade to S-grade in just a few days.

And while emitting tremendous black magic power at that.

Somehow hearing the news, scientists researching Gate-related phenomena in America all flocked here.

Some of those containers even had temporary laboratories set up in them.

A few radical scientists were raising their voices saying a conquest team should be sent in for additional experiments.

The situation was better when agencies blinded by the S-grade Gate intervened. These scientist types were stubborn walls that couldn’t be persuaded.

Golden Day’s agency repeated the same words to the scientists with a tired face:

“As I’ve said, the conquest rights to this Gate belong to ‘Golden Day’.”

“But that Golden Day could have died in there. You said they were just a C-grade mercenary company, right?”

“But it’s only been two days so far and…”

“It’s already been two days! Logically, a C-grade mercenary group can’t conquer an S-grade Gate! This Gate is special, I tell you. We don’t know what might be happening in there even as we waste time like this. It could become an SS-grade Gate overnight! A Break could occur!”

The scientist trying to persuade Norman soon went on a rampage lost in his own thoughts. Eddie made a disgusted expression watching the scientist who was grabbing Norman and spouting why they needed to research this Gate.

As expected, he didn’t want to mingle with scientist types.

Even Eddie who was eavesdropping on this conversation from afar felt this exhausted, so how must Norman feel after being harassed by those scientists for days?

In just two days, Golden Day’s agency had become thoroughly worn out.

It seemed he hadn’t even washed properly as his hair was greasy, and his clothes were all wrinkled. He probably hadn’t slept either as his complexion was dark and his eyes were bloodshot.

It means that many people had harassed that innocent agency that much.

At this point, he could honestly just pretend to give in and transfer ownership to someone else, but Golden Day’s agency was guarding the Gate loyally like a house-protecting dog.


‘It doesn’t seem like he’s acting this way because he’s scared of the threats he heard then.’

Eddie narrowed his eyes.

-You’re my agency, right? So don’t let anyone in until I die. Right, one week. If I don’t return in one week, transfer ownership. But until then, it’s ours.

The words Golden Day’s leader had said before entering the Gate were quite vicious, but even so, he’s someone who has already entered the Gate.

It had been two days since Golden Day entered the Gate, and most people here thought they were already dead.

There were many who mocked Norman for keeping a promise with a corpse. But some said Norman must have seen something about Golden Day. That as the agency who had been closely attached to them, he must know some secret about Golden Day that others didn’t.

It was a reasonable suspicion.

Without something like that, he couldn’t be this loyal to a C-grade mercenary group that entered an S-grade Gate.

‘Is there something else to believe in?’

Eddie dug up information on Golden Day. Using Norman to dig up information was a failure. Norman had firmly shut his mouth with incomprehensible loyalty.

But no matter how much you try to hide it, crumbs always fall around cookies.

Even before this incident happened, rumors had started spreading about them as a mercenary group that handled C-grade Gates at an amazing speed.

Hadn’t Eddie also gone to find their container after hearing those rumors?

Name Golden Day. Total of four members. All 5-star grade hunters from Korea. Ah, there was also one 4-star grade hunter among them.

Average age 28.

The name of the person in charge as leader was Lee San-ho.

A mercenary group that conquered C-grade Gates at an unbelievable speed.

This much information wasn’t too difficult to find out.

But somehow Eddie felt like all this information was probably false. And Eddie’s feelings like this tended to be quite accurate.

‘He certainly didn’t seem like someone who would stay at 5-star grade.’


He seemed like he would be several grades higher than that. 6-star grade? Nah, you can’t enter an S-grade Gate that confidently with just 6-star grade. 7-star grade? Even 7-star grade seems a bit…

Could it be 8-star grade?

Though it was his own thought, he immediately laughed. There’s no way such a person would have come here disguising himself as a member of a C-grade mercenary group, and even if he did, there’s no way he would have been going around handling mere C-grade Gates.

‘But if he really entered there intending to conquer an S-grade Gate, I guess that’s not completely impossible either.’

Eddie felt like he was going crazy with curiosity. Whether Golden Day could really conquer that Gate, or if they had thrown away their precious lives on a reckless whim after all.

Even as Eddie’s thoughts continued, the battle of words between the scientist and Norman was still ongoing.

“That Golden Day or whatever might be regretting entering this by now! I don’t know if they entered out of greed, but isn’t it a miracle if they’re even still alive until now!”

“But according to the agency contract, I need to protect this Gate and…”

“You know Taika Cooper is here right now, right? Taika Cooper himself said he’s interested in this Gate, but you’re going to throw away that opportunity to keep the word of a mere C-grade mercenary company?”

Eddie folded his arms listening to the voice heard from afar.

Right, that’s the problem.

The fact that that Taika Cooper is here of all people.

* * *

It was two days ago that Taika Cooper came out after conquering an S-grade Gate.

As it was right after finishing the conquest, he normally would have rested, but after hearing from Oh Seung-woo about the Gate in Utah, Taika Cooper willingly boarded a private jet and rushed here.

“I told you about the situation here to ask for understanding that it might be a bit late, not to tell you to come rushing here right away?”

At Oh Seung-woo’s words, Taika grinned and said:

“But how can I stay cooped up in a hotel room after hearing such an interesting story. It’s amazing enough that a C-grade Gate became an S-grade Gate, but a C-grade mercenary group claimed ownership and entered?”

I can’t miss out on a spectacle like this. Hearing Taika’s muttering, Oh Seung-woo said with a disgusted expression:

“So you’re going to waste all your precious vacation here?”


“It’s my vacation, what’s wrong with using it how I want.”

Taika spoke as if it was no big deal, but each day of his, the top hunter in America, was truly worth its weight in gold. Taika Cooper’s time was too precious to waste here watching Gates.

Moreover, Taika had just come from conquering an S-grade Gate. When he should be recovering his body with the best medical team, he flew here recklessly saying there was an interesting spectacle to see.

The more he spoke, the more it made him sigh. But Oh Seung-woo knew Taika’s personality. By nature, Taika had to do whatever he wanted to do no matter what. It means unnecessary nagging would only hurt their relationship.

Not knowing Oh Seung-woo’s burning feelings, Taika smiled brightly and said:

“Aren’t you curious, Mr. Oh? Whether those people will really clear that Gate.”

“The possibility is slim though.”

“But if those people come back alive, it would be huge, right?”

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo silently rolled his eyes.

“Certainly, if that happens, it would really be huge but…”

If that C-grade mercenary group returns alive, that alone would be a movie, a drama. Oh Seung-woo’s eyes sparkled.

“If they really come back alive, I’ll have to make a contract with those guys by any means necessary.”

“Right, that’s why we need to be here. Just in case those guys might come back alive.”

“Haah…”

Oh Seung-woo sighed. He felt like he had been outsmarted by Taika again today, but it couldn’t be helped. It’s not like anything would change even if he opposed anyway.

If really, by some chance, they conquered the Gate and returned alive, there would be nothing as huge as that.

“By the way, what happened with that guy you said you wanted to make a contract with?”

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo smiled bitterly.

“Well, seeing as I’m here alone, it’s obvious isn’t it.”

“You mean you were rejected?”

At Oh Seung-woo’s words, Taika made a surprised expression. Oh Seung-woo was an extremely skilled agency after all. If Taika was considered the top hunter in America, Oh Seung-woo was one of the most successful agencies that could be named in America.

For someone like him to come all the way to this backwater to make a contract with a hunter working as a mercenary was surprising enough, but he even failed at that contract.

“Who on earth rejected Mr. Oh? Unless they were shot in the head, there’s no reason to reject Mr. Oh.”

Oh Seung-woo shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m human too. I can fail sometimes.”

“Hahah, I’m curious what kind of person they are.”

Taika who said that brightened his eyes as if having a good idea and said:

“Then how about this? We tell them they’ll have the honor of becoming teammates with Taika Cooper, America’s strongest hunter. Even if they rejected Mr. Oh, wouldn’t it be different if I’m involved?”

At Taika’s wink, Oh Seung-woo made a disgusted expression and said:

“What teammates, at most you’d let them join in on conquering a Gate once. Besides, that guy doesn’t really like you.”

“Huh, why?”

Oh Seung-woo burst out laughing at Taika’s expression. Taika pouting with an expression of utter disbelief looked young unlike the man said to be the strongest in the world.

“Even being too good can make you an object of envy.”

“People who envy me don’t miss the opportunity to work with me when they get the chance though.”

Taika, who said that, rested his chin on his hand. Though he looked childish, Taika was someone who knew all too well how this industry worked. There were many people who disliked Taika, but no one would reject Taika. Why? Because the name Taika Cooper was that amazing!

Ah, he had been rejected once before. To be precise, the other party ran away before he could properly speak.

“Come to think of it, wasn’t there a law that pardons crimes committed in other countries if you become a hunter in America?”

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo frowned from the start. Taika who has no interest in laws at all is reciting such a legal clause? Somehow he had a bad feeling.

“There is such a law but… why are you suddenly bringing up that law?”

“It just suddenly came to mind.”

Even at Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo didn’t remove his suspicious gaze. At that gaze staring at him as if to stab, Taika rolled his eyes and said:

“I was just thinking if there was a way to bring over those Weltschmerz guys.”

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo immediately exclaimed:

“I told you that’s not possible!”

“You said they were just petty criminals.”

“Do you know what those guys did recently? They tortured a congressman and hung him from a building!”

“Oh, are they anti-government? Or anarchists?”

“Whatever those guys think, the point is they’re dangerous people.”

“They didn’t seem that dangerous to me.”

At Taika’s nonchalant words, Oh Seung-woo raised his voice for once:

“What have you been listening to in my words! Anyway, those guys are not okay. Absolutely not! Even if dirt gets in my eyes!”

“Even if dirt gets in your eyes?”

“No, that’s just an idiom. Don’t actually put dirt in my eyes.”

“Haha, would I do that? I did consider it a bit though.”

Taika who said that shrugged his shoulders and added:

“And I don’t want to judge someone based on what others say. If I listen to what people say about me, I sound like a monster with ten eyes.”

While Oh Seung-woo was pondering what to say, the outside of the container became noisy.

“Wait a moment.”

Oh Seung-woo and Taika simultaneously turned their gaze towards outside the container.

Through the window, they saw the Gate wavering.

“Oh, my goodness.”

Oh Seung-woo blinked seeing that sight. Taika grinned and elbowed Oh Seung-woo’s side.

“Against all odds. It seems those guys beat those odds.”

Black sand started spreading thickly through the wavering Gate. Seeing that black sand, Taika tilted his head to the side.

That looks familiar…

“Oh.”

Taika’s eyes lit up.

“They’re out!”

The man who came out of the Gate was carrying a blood-covered man. The moment he saw the man hanging limply unconscious, Taika said:

“Let’s help those people.”

“What?”

“They’re talents we can’t miss, right?”

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo nodded.

‘He’s right, but what is this uneasy feeling…’

Taika’s unusually deep smile seemed especially suspicious today.
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Fortunately, it seems I didn’t die this time either. That was the first thought I had when I opened my eyes. That I somehow didn’t die this time either.

“Boss! Are you conscious?”

I turned my head to the side at the voice heard from beside me.

It was Han Seo-hyeon. Seeing him unharmed, my tension immediately dissipated.

“Are you conscious yourself? You don’t have any urge to kill me, do you?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon burst into tears on the spot. I was flustered. No, I didn’t mean for him to cry. It, it was a joke!

—That was the worst joke in the world.

Damn, is that so? Certainly, it probably wasn’t a good thing to say to someone who had been attacking me while under mind control. No, how dare I make such a mistake again.

I just waved my hand watching Han Seo-hyeon crying like a child. After shedding tears for quite a while, Han Seo-hyeon wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and said:

“I’m sorry.”

I sat up. Meeting Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes, I said:

“You don’t need to be sorry, I’m sorry for saying something strange too. I meant it as a joke but…”

“It was the worst joke in the world?”

Could it be that Han Seo-hyeon and Ray have telepathy? Are they secretly exchanging signals behind my back?

Anyway, seeing him throw words like that, it seemed his mood had improved somewhat which was fortunate.

“It’s enough that you came back like this. You’re safe, and I’m safe. That’s enough. So stop crying, we’ve come all this way alive so you should smile not cry.”

After saying that, I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder. At my words, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip and nodded. His reddened eyes looked pitiful. Tsk, how much must he have worried while I was unconscious.

“Anyway, it’s good we safely came out of the Gate…”

Wait a minute, I feel like I’ve forgotten something important. I was shocked by the thought flashing through my mind.

“Acorn!”


Oh no, I forgot to even mention Cha Song-jin before fainting. For a moment my mind went blank.

“Acorn?”

Ah, I was so flustered the word in my head just popped out.

“Cha, Cha Song-jin?”

—You don’t need to worry about that guy. That one took care of him.

Along with Ray’s words, Han Seo-hyeon explained to me:

“Brother told me so I brought him.”

“Brother?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon’s expression sank. A white skeleton appeared in the empty space Han Seo-hyeon was looking at.

“Huh…”

The last thing I saw definitely wasn’t just an illusion created by my blood-deprived brain.

“So you’ve started calling it brother.”

“Well, it does act like my brother… after all.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face looked complicated as he said that.

Though it was created using Han Jo-hee’s corpse as material, that skeleton is different from Han Jo-hee. But as I’ve felt recently too, there’s clearly another will residing in that skeleton.

Just look at how it beat me up. Anyone could see those were gestures full of the will to punish the villain who led his brother down a bad path. Plus what’s special about that guy is that it can act autonomously without Han Seo-hyeon’s will.

Even now it’s glaring at me with arms folded, which feels really strange.

“So even when you summon it now… it has a, what do you call it, a self?”

Originally that skeleton only showed a different appearance when Han Seo-hyeon was unconscious, but now it’s different.

Whatever he saw inside the Gate, it seems Han Seo-hyeon has grown like Cha Song-jin.


Hmm, to be honest, I want to ask what happened in there but…

“You can ask anything you’re curious about.”

Han Seo-hyeon told me as if reading my thoughts.

“Cha Song-jin told me he saw memories of the past in there. And he said it wasn’t a very good experience.”

That’s why Cha Song-jin had to escape from there as if running away, he said. Because he wanted to run away from those memories so badly.

I was worried that Han Seo-hyeon might have suffered from similar memories. To my question, Han Seo-hyeon shook his head slightly and said:

“In my case, it wasn’t such a horrible memory.”

“It wasn’t a horrible memory?”

“Yes, it was more of a nostalgic memory. My brother appeared.”

At those words, I closed my mouth. His brother was a complicated existence for Han Seo-hyeon in many ways.

“I wasn’t suffering at all. Rather, I was happy. Because I could say all the things I couldn’t tell my brother. So don’t make that expression.”

“What expression?”

“The expression like you feel terribly sorry for me.”

Ugh, did I make such an expression?

“I’m not sorry at all. Maybe if you felt sorry, but why me? I’m the one who saved you. Well, with the help of that skeleton, I mean your brother.”

I tried to brush it off with a joke, but Han Seo-hyeon didn’t let it go:

“You think you dragged me into this. You always think you’re sorry for making me a bad person, did you think I wouldn’t know that?”

“Uh…”

“That night when you sent Song-jin… I mean went to buy late night snacks. Did you really think I only sent the two of you alone?”

“You heard all that?”


Now it’s my turn for my face to turn red. Damn, how embarrassing!

“My decision to become Weltschmerz was my choice. Boss isn’t at fault at all.”

“Ha, no fault at all. You’re just a minor and…”

“Even if it wasn’t Boss, I would have tried to dig into my brother’s death somehow. Meeting Boss just made it this much, otherwise I might have done even worse things without thinking twice.”

At that moment, the skeleton that had been silent raised its fist and flicked both my and Han Seo-hyeon’s foreheads in succession.

“Ah!”

“Ow!”

We both put our hands on our foreheads at the same time, and just burst out laughing.

“Isn’t your brother’s hand really spicy?”

“Yes, it really woke me up.”

The skeleton shook its head looking at us both. Then it shrugged its shoulders and made a big show of sighing. We burst out laughing again at that sight.

It doesn’t matter whether Han Jo-hee is inside that or not. Whoever it is, that friend cared for Han Seo-hyeon, and its very existence was a comfort to Han Seo-hyeon. On top of that, it was even a hero who saved our lives.

Though its fist that strikes our heads at the drop of a hat is a bit too spicy.

Han Seo-hyeon turned his gaze towards the skeleton and said:

“My brother always sacrificed to make me a proper hunter. He earned money for me, he staked his life for me. But I betrayed my brother’s will and I’m here now. So I always felt sorry. Because I made my brother’s sacrifices worthless.”

I closed my mouth at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. I didn’t know he had been thinking like that. I just thought he was having nightmares because Han Jo-hee ended up like that, because he turned his brother into a skeleton with his own hands.

“But like Boss, I absolutely don’t regret becoming Weltschmerz.”

Those words made my heart flutter. It’s something that would anger Han Jo-hee who wanted to gift his brother a shining life, but hearing those words really…

Made me happy.

Ahem, but I can’t grin too much.

Now, it’s time for a proper conversation.

The last thing I saw was the skeleton approaching Han Seo-hyeon and striking his head as if to wake him up.

“What happened after I fainted?”

At my question, Han Seo-hyeon haltingly told me what happened in the Gate. That it was Han Seo-hyeon’s skeleton that took down that thing…

“…The Trial of Deception, huh.”

He said that the moment the skeleton killed the Deceiver, a system window popped up for Han Seo-hyeon saying he had passed the Trial of Deception.

Not much is known about Gates with ‘Trial’ in the name. Just that they’re more difficult than their grade suggests, and special monsters appear. To begin with, not many have passed Trial Gates. If I hadn’t gotten information about Gates from beside Seol Rok-jin, I would have passed by without knowing at all.

It was that rare of a Gate format.

Still, if there’s one common thing said about Trial Gates, it’s that they give special rewards to those who pass the trial.

“The reward?”

“I did get one passive. Called ‘Trial Passer’. But it was displayed as ‘1/5’.”

“Hmm.”

I secretly called up my status window to check, but I didn’t get any passive called Trial Passer. For me who nearly died several times in this Gate, it was an unfair thing beyond compare.

‘This is ridiculous.’

Is it because I didn’t get caught in the trial in the first place, so I’m judged to not have passed it? Damn it! Even so, that’s too much! I even got holes in my right forearm and stomach, but I’m the only one who gained nothing?

Whew, still it’s fortunate that Cha Song-jin and Han Seo-hyeon gained something. Even if it’s just a passive skill gained one-fifth, they can use their talents a bit better right away.

No, but splitting a passive skill is too much, too much! It’s not like you can encounter trials anytime! And the difficulty was extreme too.

—It seems the difficulty was that extreme because your skills were too excellent. If it was an ordinary party, they would have been hunters suitable for a C-grade Gate.

Certainly, I thought that if we had entered with personnel suitable for a C-grade Gate, we wouldn’t have suffered like I did.

—It seems the reason the Deceiver’s mind control became so strong, and the reason it upgraded to an S-grade Gate, was all because it absorbed Han Seo-hyeon’s magic power.

Ugh, so this problem occurred because we brought people too strong for a C-grade Gate?

Plus they were all on the weaker side mentally too.

“It’s my fault. If I had prepared mental defense artifacts in advance, this wouldn’t have happened.”

We were too unprepared considering Seol Rok-jin with his brainwashing ability is around. Of course, Seol Rok-jin’s brainwashing probably can’t be blocked by ordinary artifacts, but still not preparing at all was too much. Yeah, way too much.

When we get out of here, I need to get artifacts that can block mental skills right away.

The problem is that Kim Jae-ho’s daggers reject all other artifacts… I’ll have to deal with that somehow later.

Come to think of it…

“Where’s Jae-ho? Is he in the container?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon shook his head.

“I actually sent a spy there for a moment, but there was no one in the container.”

Damn it, where did he go? I clearly told him to stay put there.

I even left a note on purpose, where on earth did he go? They all take the boss’s words too lightly.

“For now, do your best to find him. What about Cha Song-jin?”

“His condition was serious so he’s in intensive care. They said his mana circuits were all twisted. It’s an internal injury so potions can’t heal it, so he needs to stay there for a while.”

“What?”

Well, I guessed as much when he was coughing up blood. Using a skill before the cooldown was over, in a place full of magic power hostile to him, while blocking mind control…

Even I, with super regeneration, was unconscious for two days without moving, they said. In this case, Cha Song-jin took all the rebound with his body so it might be even worse.

The situation was worse than I thought. To think his recovery is slower than mine whose whole body was torn to shreds.

Unlike me who can use super regeneration, Cha Song-jin has to heal injuries through pure grit, so it seems the speed is slower.

“More importantly, we have a big problem.”

“A big problem?”

“We need to get out of here quickly.”

“Huh?”

Why? Is he worried about the hospital bills? At my muttering, Han Seo-hyeon looked at me as if I was hopeless and whispered:

“Taika Cooper is here.”
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Taika Cooper. The moment I heard those words come out of Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth, I let out an empty laugh.

‘I’m really glad I didn’t say I’d shit my pants back then.’

—Is that what you should be saying in this situation?

I rubbed my face.

“Why on earth is that guy here?”

“Actually, he’s the one who got Boss admitted to this hospital.”

“Me? Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Han Seo-hyeon frowned.

“As soon as we came out of the Gate, their people approached. At the time I only thought about saving Boss so I agreed, but now that I think about it, I wonder if I did something unnecessary.”

“Why?”

“Because Boss recovered completely in 1 hour. You know how you went into the operating room and came right back out?”

“Really?”

“Yes, they looked at Boss like a monster.”

“Hmm…”

It’s not good to have super regeneration exposed. No, but it’s still okay for now. They haven’t discovered our identities.

“He tried to talk to me, but I sent him away saying I was out of it for now.”

“Was there anything strange?”

Han Seo-hyeon just shrugged his shoulders. His face lacked energy unlike usual.

“I tried attaching a rat, but it was in English so I couldn’t understand what…”


Han Seo-hyeon’s cheeks were red as he said that. Khah! I couldn’t help but laugh at that sight. To think our all-purpose problem solver would be like this.

“Don’t laugh at me.”

“I’m not laughing at you, it’s just suddenly…”

He’d get angry if I said it’s cute, right? I swallowed those words and said. Han Seo-hyeon was quite proud after all.

“Why don’t you start studying English with this opportunity? They say everything you learn becomes flesh and blood.”

—It would be better to openly tease him instead.

As Ray said, Han Seo-hyeon’s reaction wasn’t very good. His face crumpled as soon as I spoke, making me flinch involuntarily. But after letting out an annoyed sigh for a moment, Han Seo-hyeon nodded and said:

“…I want to say I don’t want to, but I think I’ll need it. It’s so frustrating I could go crazy.”

Grind, at the sound of teeth grinding I rolled my eyes. This should be okay, right? Ahem. I quickly opened my mouth.

“Anyway, you still don’t know what they’re thinking, right?”

“Yes, but it’s Taika Cooper after all… You’re not thinking something strange, are you?”

“What strange thoughts?”

He read my mind even though I hadn’t said anything yet. I threw my gaze far away, avoiding Han Seo-hyeon’s suspicious eyes.

“I just thought that meeting them once to hear what they’re thinking is the best we can do for now.”

“You’re going to meet those people?”

“You said it yourself. That you don’t know what they’re thinking yet. We don’t need to overreact unnecessarily in this situation.”

“It’s not overreacting, it’s Taika Cooper!”

“Right, why would that Taika Cooper be interested in us now? Does he know we’re Weltschmerz who hit him from behind? No, rather it’s probably because rumors spread that we conquered an S-grade Gate despite being a C-grade mercenary group.”

“S-grade Gate?”

Well, Han Seo-hyeon wouldn’t know the situation since he was inside the Gate. I briefly explained the circumstances to Han Seo-hyeon.


“I don’t know why Taika Cooper is here, but it’s natural for him to be interested in us.”

A C-grade mercenary group conquered an S-grade Gate?! He might be thinking ‘An amazing rookie has appeared!’ He might suspect we’re hiding our identities, but he probably won’t think we’re criminals.

“But what if we run away?”

That would be like waving a red flag saying ‘We’re people with something to hide.’ Even after my explanation, Han Seo-hyeon’s face was still dark.

“But that person might recognize us.”

“Well, the possibility isn’t zero, but…”

I lowered my voice and continued speaking to Han Seo-hyeon as if whispering:

“Can we escape from here right now anyway?”

“What?”

Before I entered, people were swarming around the Gate. It means not only Taika Cooper, but it was receiving a lot of attention originally.

Of course, we’re not completely without ways to disappear even in this situation, but the situation is bad right now.

“We don’t know where Jae-ho went, and Cha Song-jin is hospitalized in a coma.”

I said to Han Seo-hyeon who didn’t answer:

“You know too. Cha Song-jin ended up like that trying to save you.”

No matter how much of villains we are, we can’t abandon someone who went through that hell for us.

‘We may kill some bad guys, but we’re not trash.’

—Don’t you think the first and second halves of that sentence are a bit strange?

Pushing aside Ray’s nitpicking, I said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“We’re going to take Cha Song-jin with us.”

He ended up like that for us, we can’t abandon him. So whatever our plan is, it includes safely taking Cha Song-jin with us. At my words, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip hard. Han Seo-hyeon glared at me and added grumpily:


“I… wasn’t planning to abandon him either. I was just going to carry him…”

“You said he’s in a coma. We don’t even know what caused the coma, what if some problem occurs from suddenly carrying him?”

“I didn’t think of that.”

Until we know Cha Song-jin’s exact condition, we can’t carelessly move him. If something goes wrong, we have no way to treat Cha Song-jin ourselves.

‘Haah, at times like this the absence of a healing sorcerer is really felt.’

Potions can only heal external injuries. Even then, severe external injuries are often beyond healing potions. That’s probably why they put me in the operating room too. I managed to recover somehow with super regeneration, but most people can’t do that.

The talent to heal others is so rare that only a few have been discovered worldwide. I do know one healing sorcerer who will be active in the future, but…

‘It’s still before he awakened his talent.’

I’ll have to go meet that guy someday, but I’m not thinking of doing it now. I don’t even know where he was wandering around before awakening his ability… More importantly, I need to persuade Han Seo-hyeon who’s glaring at me.

“For now, we need to find out what Taika wants with us first. We just conquered an S-grade Gate under the name of a C-grade mercenary company. The goodwill they’re showing is most likely because of that.”

Their interest in us was probably just simple curiosity. Helping with hospitalization might be goodwill shown before satisfying that curiosity.

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon reluctantly nodded.

“But if they act suspiciously, we’ll run away right away.”

“Let’s just listen to what they have to say first.”

* * *

Sensing someone coming to the hospital room, Han Seo-hyeon sent the skeleton back. The skeleton waved its hands as if it had something to say, but unfortunately, the skeleton without vocal cords could only wave its hands uselessly.

“We’ll talk later, brother.”

Han Seo-hyeon sent the skeleton back with a rather affectionate farewell. Hmm, is it my imagination that the skeleton without even skin seemed to make an extremely angry expression? Well, it must be my imagination…

Next time he summons the skeleton, I should be a bit farther away. My crown health is very precious.

Right after Han Seo-hyeon sent the skeleton back, the hospital room door opened and people entered.

The people who came through the door were Taika, Oh Seung-woo, and…

[Norman?]

It was Norman Byron, in charge of being Golden Day mercenary group’s agency.

To be honest, I barely recognized Norman. His condition had gotten much worse in just a few days.

[You’re awake.]

Norman carefully gestured to me.

[You look good.]

Norman said with a tired face.

[Yes, you look… um.]

I don’t know what to say. I suddenly felt sorry for threatening Norman before leaving, and seeing someone who had become so worn out in just a few days made me feel needless guilt.

[Anyway, it’s good to see your face alive.]

But sadly, there are more important things to do right now than taking care of Norman.

I shifted my gaze to Oh Seung-woo and Taika. Unlike Norman who was visibly shrunken, those two were sparkling. Expensive custom suits, watches worth tens of thousands of dollars. Oh, I liked that brand too…

—Is this the time to be looking at such things?

‘Ah, without realizing it.’

I focused my mind again.

[And this is…]

As I casually threw out words, Oh Seung-woo immediately cut in:

[Hello, it’s nice to meet you like this for the first time. Lee San-ho of Golden Day?]

[Yes, you’re Oh Seung-woo Agency. I know you because you’re famous.]

[Hmm, I’m honored. To think the hottest person these days knows me.]

If I’m the hottest person these days, you’re the hottest agency in the entire hunter world. I forced a smile.

[Well, since you know me to that extent, you probably know who the person next to me is.]

[Yes…]

Taika Cooper. How could I not know him. I glanced at Han Seo-hyeon. Though Han Seo-hyeon’s face skin isn’t thick, fortunately he was wearing a mask. After checking on Han Seo-hyeon, I turned my gaze back to Taika. Taika Cooper, whose eyes met mine, grinned and waved at me.

—Was he originally such a loose smiler?

‘Well, I don’t actually know Taika personally either.’

America’s strongest force! Born with SS-grade potential strategic weapon! I’ve heard such things, but I don’t know what kind of person Taika Cooper is. I should have read gossip magazines earlier.

[I’m glad you’re safe.]

[Ah, I heard from my friend that you helped with the hospitalization. Thank you for your help.]

After saying that, I glanced at Oh Seung-woo and gestured with my eyes.

[To be honest, it was unexpected help so I’m curious. What business do two great people like you have with our mercenary group?]

At my words, Oh Seung-woo made a slightly surprised expression. Well, he probably didn’t expect someone like me to ask so directly like this. But time is gold for us.

[I’ll speak bluntly. I want to make a contract with Golden Day mercenary group.]

I was surprised, but soon I could understand this flow.

[That’s because we conquered an S-grade Gate, right?]

[Yes, that’s right.]

With Taika Cooper, who’s like Oh Seung-woo’s walking halo, tagging along, an ordinary mercenary group would have nodded without hesitation.

After all, it’s a situation where ‘the’ Oh Seung-woo and ‘the’ Taika Cooper have come to a C-grade mercenary group that was going around handling C-grade Gates with a temporary agency in a place like this, saying they want to make a contract.

But you see.

[First, I’d like to talk with my agency.]

At those words, Norman’s shoulders trembled. Oh Seung-woo’s eyebrows twitched at my words.

[Your agency?]

[Yes, I still believe Mr. Byron is my agency. And it doesn’t make sense to have such an important conversation without my agency, right?]

After saying that, I added to Oh Seung-woo:

[And if it’s alright, I’d like to have this conversation just between us.]

At my words, Oh Seung-woo burst out laughing.

[Haha, sure! I was being rude. This friend is still Golden Day mercenary group’s agency after all.]

I shrugged my shoulders. Oh Seung-woo nudged Taika Cooper’s side. Taika, who had been keeping silent until now, looked at me and said:

[That’s all fine, just don’t run away anywhere. I have a lot I want to talk about with you.]

I frowned looking at Taika grinning with his hands clasped behind his head.

‘What on earth…’

—That looks ominous.

It’s not something to say about a refreshing smile, but it certainly was.

What on earth does he want to talk to me about?

‘Maybe helping me wasn’t just out of simple curiosity after all.’

A drop of sweat ran down my back at the unknown ominous feeling.
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After confirming that the two people had left the hospital room, I turned my gaze to Norman. Though I had many things I wanted to say, what popped out of my mouth first was…

[Um, you’ve worked hard.]

—If you work hard twice, you might not be of this world anymore.

‘That’s right.’

What on earth happened while I was away? His already tired-looking face had become so pale now that it wouldn’t be strange if he collapsed right away.

[Haha, I did work hard.]

Norman who said that let out a sigh and looked at me.

[To be honest, I was surprised. That you pushed those people away and said you wanted to talk with me…]

[Isn’t that natural? You’re my agency.]

Norman blinked in surprise at my words. Is this such a surprising thing?

[Besides, I’m not shameless enough to ignore someone who clearly suffered because of me.]

[Haha, that’s right. But in this industry, there are many people who treat loyalty like toilet paper.]

Certainly, waking up to see the world’s strongest Taika Cooper and his agency would be shocking for ordinary people… But I’m not such an ordinary person.

Not in the sense of being great, but well, I’m a villain after all. Yeah, it doesn’t feel right to lick the soles of the world’s strongest hunter… There’s a reason we wear coats even in the middle of winter. Of course, if he says to fight I’ll surrender right away…

Ahem, my thoughts wandered. I turned my gaze back to Norman.

[Even I feel like someone like me wouldn’t be noticed if Taika Cooper and that Mr. Oh were there.]

[But you’re the one who suffered because of me.]

[But, still…]

This person is softer inside than he looks. At first he seemed like a typical salaryman NPC 1 steeped in routine, but now he looks like an abandoned dog rejected by its owner.

His disheveled appearance further encouraged such thoughts.


[Anyway, the reason I said I wanted to talk with Mr. Norman is to hear about the situation outside.]

Normally I would have left such information gathering to Han Seo-hyeon, but Han Seo-hyeon without an English patch was completely incompetent, no, how could our child be incompetent! He showed somewhat inadequate information gathering abilities.

So for now, I have no choice but to rely on Norman’s help.

To my question, Norman carefully explained the situation outside. Hmm, after hearing all those stories, my thought was this:

‘We need to run away quickly…’

This isn’t just because Oh Seung-woo and Taika Cooper approached us.

[Scientists and reporters have swarmed in and are pestering me to spill information. But I don’t know anything either…]

Norman’s eyes became moist as he said that.

I patted the shoulder of Norman who was sniffling. I didn’t want to comfort a stubbly middle-aged man like this, but thinking about how he suffered on our behalf, compassion welled up in me without realizing.

Norman who had been sniffling looked at me and said:

[And even someone raging about having their car stolen by the mercenary group came to find me… Ah, I took care of the broken window with my own money for now.]

Stolen car? Ah, right. That did happen.

—That did happen? You really have no conscience.

‘There were a lot of things going on in many ways. It’s understandable to forget.’

A deep fatigue appeared on Norman’s face as he said he barely managed to calm down and send away the man who was raging and threatening to sue.

Hmm, he really did suffer a lot…

[How is my condition known to the outside?]

[Well, you were seriously injured when you came out of the Gate, and thanks to Taika Cooper making a big fuss while transferring you here, it’s known outside that your condition is serious. Actually, one person is still in a coma…]

[That means we still have time.]

Since it’s an incident where a C-grade Gate suddenly transformed into an S-grade Gate, people will need some kind of answer. The problem is that I have no intention of giving that answer.


‘Ah, that? There was a parasite-like monster inside the Gate that sucked up our A-grade mage’s magic power and the Gate changed to S-grade. Haha! So you all don’t need to worry. You’re incompetent after all.’

I can’t say something like this.

—Even a seven-year-old child wouldn’t say it like that. Isn’t there a better way to say it than this?

‘No matter how I package it, it’s useless. In the end, the focus will be on the fact that our forces weren’t a C-grade mercenary group.’

If that happens, they’ll say things like this. Why did you deliberately hide your identity as a C-grade mercenary group? Is it because you have something to hide!

A reasonable suspicion with an accurate guess. Clumsy instigation and fabrication won’t be enough for evasive maneuvers. So what’s the answer? To make it so that question doesn’t even come to me in the first place.

Delay the answer as much as possible and then run away with Cha Song-jin and Kim Jae-ho.

That’s my plan.

I looked at Norman who would have to deal with all the aftermath after I disappear.

‘I’m sorry, Mr. Norman…’

I sincerely patted Norman’s trembling shoulder.

[I ask that you delay answering until my mercenary group member regains consciousness.]

[By the way, will I really be okay? That agency Oh said he wanted to take charge of you…]

[Did you think I would be so ungrateful as to switch over to their side?]

I have absolutely no intention of contracting with Oh Seung-woo’s side. Well, if I incur their resentment, it seems I won’t even be able to collect my bones.

—So you’re going to use the ordinary citizen who’s easy to exploit. What a truly villainous thought.

Hmm, the state of my conscience is fine today too. Certainly, as Ray said, this is too cruel to Norman. So I should give him the maximum compensation I can.

[Do you think this Gate conquest can be recognized as S-grade?]

At my question, Norman blinked as if surprised. Soon regaining his senses, Norman stammered:

[Since the scientists who were there said it was definitely an S-grade Gate, if we send a content-certified mail based on that, it should be recognized as S-grade.]


I wonder how much the reward for conquering an S-grade Gate is. I’m not sure, but it would clearly be more amazing than dozens of C-grade Gates combined.

[Our contract didn’t have any clauses about conquering S-grade Gates, right?]

[Yes, well…]

[We need to rewrite the contract.]

At my words, Norman said with a flustered face:

[Uh, I didn’t prepare a separate contract…]

I pulled out a tissue from the tissue box on the table, and grabbed the pen stuck in Norman’s suit pocket.

[We can write it here, can’t we?]

I’ve written plenty of these ‘temporary contracts’ following Seol Rok-jin around. It’s a bit tricky having to write in English, but well, as long as the meaning gets across it should be fine.

[Let’s make it so that all the profits from the Gates conquered so far belong to you, Norman Byron.]

[What?]

[Including the S-grade Gate.]

To run away with Cha Song-jin and Kim Jae-ho, there’s no time to wait for settlement. It’s right to give all that money we can’t receive anyway to Norman who has to deal with all the aftermath.

[A-all the profits? That would be a truly enormous amount of money…]

[It’s probably not much compared to the hardship Mr. Byron went through because of us. Besides, it seems you’ll have to suffer more because of me in the future.]

After saying that, I winked at Norman.

[For now, this is all I can do for Mr. Byron.]

[Huuk.]

I handed the tissue contract to Norman. Norman received the contract with trembling hands.

[Sign it.]

[I, I really don’t know how to accept this…]

[Think of it as compensation for your hardship.]

For what you’ve done so far, and what you’ll do in the future.

—Trying to bribe someone with money.

‘Isn’t it better to at least give money?’

—Right, you did well. Money is all you can give that guy anyway. Yeah, it’s better to at least receive a lot of money than to suffer terribly.

For once, Ray and my thoughts aligned. I smiled brightly at Norman who finished signing the tissue contract with trembling hands.

[You can’t run away after receiving a contract like this. You’re still Golden Day’s agency from now on.]

Yeah, so clean up the mess we make. Norman nodded his head with tears rolling down.

This should be enough.

[For now, get some rest. Don’t worry needlessly.]

—Don’t worry needlessly?

‘Isn’t it better to have peace of mind even for a moment? Besides, look at his state. I have to say something like this.’

[Thank you.]

Not knowing my dark intentions, Norman thanked me and closed the door as he left. Ugh, my conscience stings a bit. But I endured that pain stoically as befitting the leader of a villain organization.

Han Seo-hyeon who had been quietly watching me asked:

“What on earth did you do to make that person leave crying his eyes out?”

“I bought a person with money a bit.”

“Don’t talk like a slave trader.”

“I bribed him with money?”

“Hmm, that’s still a bit…”

“He’ll clean up our mess for us from now on.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon cautiously asked:

“Did you give him a lot of money?”

“Yeah…”

I wonder what he’d say if I told him I gave him all the money we’ve earned so far? As I glanced at him, Han Seo-hyeon said:

“I’m not planning to scold you. It’s just that hearing he’ll clean up our mess from now on makes me feel sorry for him…”

His reaction was milder than I expected. Still, I guess it’s fellow feeling.

By the way, he was ‘planning to scold’ me. I’ve already gotten used to being scolded by Han Seo-hyeon. Even though I’m supposed to be the boss…

Ahem, anyway, what I need to do as boss is clear.

‘Clean this up and run away quickly.’

From now on, time is money. The more we drag this out, the smaller our escape hole will become.

“Shall we go see Cha Song-jin first?”

We should check Cha Song-jin’s condition first.

* * *

Norman Byron came out of the hospital room with a dazed face. He still couldn’t believe what had happened in there.

The moment he looked at the tissue contract held in his hand, he realized this wasn’t a dream.

‘Ha.’

A contract written on tissue. But its value is unimaginably high. It even includes the profits from conquering an S-grade Gate.

‘He said he’d give all those profits to me.’

Honestly, when Oh Seung-woo and Taika Cooper moved Golden Day to the hospital room, he thought everything was over.

He insisted on going in together saying he had information to pass on, but honestly, he thought he would end up in a miserable state.

The event of having the mercenary group he contracted with snatched away before his eyes was happening to him too. Should I make it my lifelong boast that I was the agency for the mysterious mercenary group that conquered an S-grade Gate, even if just once…

He was thinking such thoughts while stuck in a corner when it happened.

He called for Norman.

-Isn’t it natural? You’re my agency.

Though he had been the agency for numerous mercenary groups, this was the first time he felt such emotions.

Norman pressed down on his pounding heart. To him who had seen all sorts of human scum for years in this place, Lee San-ho of Golden Day was a human type he had never seen before.

One thing was certain.

‘I’ll dedicate my life to this.’

That he absolutely didn’t want to let go of this mercenary group.

For the first time since becoming an agency, a mercenary group he didn’t want to let go of had appeared.
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I headed to the intensive care unit. That’s right, Cha Song-jin was actually in the ICU.

As I looked at Cha Song-jin lying in bed connected to various machines, Han Seo-hyeon said to me:

“Don’t worry. There were no major injuries. You buried him so well, it felt like I was a grave robber digging up a tomb.”

“There are other metaphors, why a tomb, why?”

Is it because he’s a necromancer? His metaphor was quite off. Of course, when someone is buried underground, it’s usually a tomb, but… I definitely buried Cha Song-jin alive.

—Then isn’t that being buried alive?

Ignoring Ray’s interjection, I opened my mouth:

“At the time, I was only thinking about keeping him safe somehow.”

So I might have buried him a bit deeper! Anyway, everything was for Cha Song-jin’s safety. Thanks to that, he didn’t get a single scratch while I was being torn to shreds.

Nevertheless, the reason Cha Song-jin is staying in the ICU is because his internal injuries are serious. Thanks to taking on all the rebound from spatial movement himself, Cha Song-jin’s condition was very poor.

All the mana circuits laid in his body were injured, and the mana that overflowed due to that immediately attacked his body. Awakeners usually have resistance to mana floating around in their bodies, but even awakeners can’t prevent delicate organs from being damaged by rampaging mana.

This is the result.

The moment I saw Cha Song-jin connected to various machines, my breath caught.

Fortunately, the doctor told me, who had stiffened up, that Cha Song-jin’s condition wasn’t that serious.

[Then why did you make him look like an android?]

[In the case of mana-induced injuries, we don’t have much data, you see. Especially in a state where internal injuries are caused by mana like this, we don’t know what might happen…]

The doctor said that with an awkward face. Well, I heard that modern medicine faced a major turning point after the appearance of Gates. It’s because a ‘toxic substance’ called mana that didn’t exist before appeared.

As the doctor said, in most cases it’s difficult to perfectly treat mana-related injuries with modern medicine. Just look at the most common symptom of mana poisoning, or cases of internal injuries like this.

Though hunter specialist hospitals like this were established because there are few people with healing talents, modern medicine still can’t perfectly treat the injured.

[So you’re saying we can only watch for now?]


The doctor nodded at my question.

[For now, alleviating the mana poisoning symptoms and monitoring his condition is the best we can do. But we’ve stopped the internal bleeding, so you don’t need to worry.]

He said it would be better to keep Cha Song-jin in that machine for a few more days just in case, to monitor the situation.

‘Damn it.’

Since there’s no way to take that whole machine with us, we had no choice but to spend time in this hospital until Cha Song-jin wakes up.

After finishing visiting Cha Song-jin, we returned to the hospital room.

“For now Cha Song-jin is taken care of, but Jae-ho is the problem.”

I threw a glance at Han Seo-hyeon.

“You’re sure Jae-ho wasn’t in the container?”

“Yes.”

“Were there any traces left in the container?”

“Uh…”

This was a question that would normally have gotten an immediate answer, but Han Seo-hyeon rolled his eyes instead of answering my question.

“Hm?”

“I actually don’t know the details.”

Normally he would have used his senses to check the situation inside the container, but that day he only checked whether Kim Jae-ho was there or not. So he doesn’t know what happened inside the container.

It was handling of the situation unlike the thorough Han Seo-hyeon. The reason is obvious.

—How could he have had the mind to take care of Kim Jae-ho when you were like that after being attacked by him? It’s fortunate enough that he safely brought back Cha Song-jin.

It’s as Ray said. It’s thanks to that skeleton that looks like Han Jo-hee being by his side that it ended like this, it wouldn’t have been strange if he had lost his mind completely.

‘Well, there wasn’t even the usual nagging.’


Normally he would have pestered me saying ‘What were you thinking doing something like this’ or ‘Did you recklessly act without sparing your body again’.

“I-I’ll check now.”

Feeling Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly drawing up magic power, I muttered inwardly:

‘I guess he needs more training too. To be fine even with his side pierced twice.’

—Can that be done with training?

‘It’s enduring somehow with fighting spirit.’

—So that kind of thing with training… Never mind.

Because the boss keeps fainting, holes are appearing in our strategy.

If we had at least made action guidelines for what to do in cases like this, things wouldn’t have ended up like this.

‘I felt the need to supplement our forces in many ways.’

When we return to Korea, I need to immediately get artifacts to prepare for mental attacks and make plans for how to act when I’m not there.

The so-called Operation Team Yi-sin Without Yi-sin.

—I feel like the kids will go crazy the moment they hear that operation name.

‘Hmm, should we change the name?’

—Do you think it’ll work just by changing the wrapping paper?

‘Well… It’s still better than having no plan at all.’

While I was exchanging such words with Ray, Han Seo-hyeon’s investigation ended.

“Tell me, what did you see?”

Where on earth did he disappear to when he has nowhere to go? Maybe he left a note like I did. That’s why I taught him how to write after all.

But Han Seo-hyeon couldn’t easily speak at my question. By the time I started feeling anxious at that expression, Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth opened.


“…I think we’re in big trouble.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, my heart started pounding.

What is it?

What on earth did Jae-ho do this time?

* * *

Kim Jae-ho woke up around the time Kang Yi-sin was heading to the Gate with Cha Song-jin in the car.

As soon as he opened his eyes, Kim Jae-ho kicked off the blanket and sat up abruptly.

The note left by the boss fluttered and fell in front of Kim Jae-ho.

“Jae-ho, wait just a little bit.

I’ll bring Seo-hyeon.

Don’t go anywhere alone, wait.”

After confirming that note, Kim Jae-ho got angry.

Because he was left alone again. But he endured it. Because it said he’d come if he waited just a little bit.

But how long exactly is ‘just a little bit’?

Kim Jae-ho, who sat down, thought about the meaning of ‘just a little bit’ that Kang Yi-sin had said.

What suddenly came to mind was Han Seo-hyeon’s ‘just a little bit’.

-The food’s ready so wait just a little bit!’

-What? You already ate it all? Wait just a little bit, I’ll make it again.

Perhaps because it was words he heard at least three times a day, it immediately came to mind. According to Han Seo-hyeon’s ‘just a little bit’, the boss’s ‘just a little bit’ would probably be between 5 to 15 minutes.

Yeah, let’s wait just a little bit.

15 minutes.

That’s exactly how long it took for Kim Jae-ho’s butt, which had been sitting quietly in place, to start wiggling.

‘I waited but you’re not coming!’

Kim Jae-ho let out heavy breaths at the feeling of betrayal. No matter how much he glared at the door, Kang Yi-sin didn’t open that door and come in. He felt like he was going crazy because he couldn’t see Han Seo-hyeon or Cha Song-jin either.

He was already in a bad mood from having a terrible dream, and he felt like he was going crazy because he couldn’t see the people who could improve his mood.

Kim Jae-ho clenched his fist as he recalled the voice of the woman in his dream who mocked him and kept talking about ‘friends’.

There are no dolls here that feel good to touch, and no snacks that Kim Jae-ho likes.

‘Where did everyone go?’

Kim Jae-ho bit his lip anxiously as he paced around inside the container.

Should I just go out and look for the boss? But how would I know where the boss is?

And the boss said. Don’t wander around alone.

Kim Jae-ho, who mulled over what the boss had said, sat in front of the container door waiting for his teammates who might not return.

It was after a full two days of Kim Jae-ho waiting for his Weltschmerz teammates that someone knocked on the container door.

Kim Jae-ho quickly opened the door at the knocking sound. But standing outside wasn’t the person Kim Jae-ho had been waiting for so desperately.

[Hello?]

Kim Jae-ho narrowed his eyes. Brown skin, golden eyes, red hair.

He wondered if they had changed masks, but the brightly shining golden eyes didn’t belong to anyone Kim Jae-ho knew.

“Who are you.”

[You’re from the Golden Day mercenary company too, right? So, I don’t know your name, but uh, did you rest because of an injury instead of entering the Gate?]

Kim Jae-ho’s first thought after hearing what the man said was, ‘What is he saying?’

At this time when his nerves were already on edge, the appearance of a man babbling words he couldn’t understand poked at Kim Jae-ho’s last bit of patience.

“Get lost.”

But despite Kim Jae-ho’s warning, the man in front of him didn’t budge an inch.

[Calm down. Aren’t you curious what happened to your friends too? So, friend! I mean friend. Comrade, mercenary group member, whatever.]

Flustered by Kim Jae-ho’s attitude of not understanding his words, the man listed words that even an elementary school student would know, but sadly, Kim Jae-ho had never attended elementary school.

“What are you saying.”

If you won’t leave, I’ll make you leave. Kim Jae-ho grabbed the dagger stuck in his thigh.

“I said get lost.”

[Whoa, calm down! I’m not your enemy. So friend! Mercenary group! Damn, you can’t understand even these words?]

Seeing the man still continuing to speak despite his warning, Kim Jae-ho thought:

Ah, this is a guy who won’t listen to words?

Seeing the dagger flying towards him, the man, Edward Sihelis, opened his mouth:

[Are you crazy!]

Eddie barely avoided the dagger flying at him. Where Eddie had been standing just a moment ago, five daggers that Kim Jae-ho had thrown were stuck in a vicious formation.

“I told you to leave.”

Kim Jae-ho didn’t intend to cause trouble. He just didn’t like the man loitering around saying incomprehensible things.

So this is a warning.

But if you ignore the warning…

It worked out well since I needed somewhere to vent my feelings.

Eddie looked at the dagger stuck by his feet.

[So you’re going to be like this, huh.]

Eddie’s pupils blazed red. At the same time, Kim Jae-ho’s daggers flew at Eddie. But the daggers flying towards Eddie lost their kinetic energy and fell to the ground.

Kim Jae-ho tilted his head at that sight. Kim Jae-ho tried to draw up magic power to retrieve the daggers, but that was blocked too.

Eddie, who had absorbed the kinetic energy imbued in Kim Jae-ho’s daggers, lunged his body at Kim Jae-ho.

[Whatever it is, it’s not manly to refuse a fight that’s come walking to you!]

Kim Jae-ho narrowed his eyes and immediately melted into Eddie’s shadow.

[Wh-what!]

Eddie’s fist sliced through empty air. Eddie let out an empty laugh looking at his own shadow.

[C-grade, my ass.]

At least A-grade, or even higher. An ability that can melt into shadows in an instant!

Eddie gritted his teeth seeing Kim Jae-ho’s fist springing out from his shadow. He barely managed to absorb the kinetic energy before the fist touched his cheek, but the force he couldn’t fully absorb was still carried in the fist and struck Eddie’s cheek.

[Kuk!]

His head turned and his brain rattled.

If he hadn’t absorbed the kinetic energy right before being hit, his jawbone would have been dislocated.

[Ptui.]

Eddie spat out saliva mixed with blood.

Before Eddie could counterattack, Kim Jae-ho’s body disappeared into the shadows again.

[Hey, this is unfair!]

But Eddie wasn’t just taking it either.

Once he realized shadows were the medium, it was easy. First, Eddie moved away from the container. It was to reduce the area where Kim Jae-ho could hide by widening the gap between the shadows near the container and his own shadow.

But that attempt ended as just an attempt. Because Kim Jae-ho who sprang out from outside the shadow grabbed Eddie’s collar and threw him into the container.

“Kuk!”

He had no time to react as his vision was blocked. Kim Jae-ho who threw Eddie hid his body between Eddie’s shadows once again.

Eddie gritted his teeth.

[Damn it.]
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It wasn’t easy to deal with Kim Jae-ho who kept popping out from between shadows at will. With just a moment’s carelessness, fists or daggers would fly aiming for his blind spots.

Eddie could dissipate the opponent’s strength, but that was only possible if they entered his field of vision.

He couldn’t react to fists flying from outside Eddie’s perception.

He had already been hit several times.

Though he dissipated the force when Kim Jae-ho’s fists popped out, Kim Jae-ho’s fists were still strong.

The fist that narrowly grazed Eddie’s face punched straight into the container wall.

Bang!

A sound so loud it was hard to believe it was from a human fist hitting a metal container rang out.

Eddie let out an empty laugh looking at the hole punched through the container wall.

[This much without even being a physical enhancement type?]

Though punching through steel should hurt, there was no change in expression on Kim Jae-ho’s face.

[Wait!]

The moment he saw the purple-blazing pupils beneath the long bangs, Eddie hurriedly opened his mouth, but Kim Jae-ho’s body melted and disappeared into the shadows again.

At the sudden turn of events, Eddie blinked.

Hiding in the shadows and watching for an opportunity, then attacking when a gap appears. A simple strategy, but effective.

Eddie carefully took a breath.

[Haah, this isn’t good.]

There’s a limit to how on edge he can be. Cold sweat ran down Eddie’s forehead.

Just keeping his eyes wide open on guard against someone who might pop out from anywhere consumed his stamina.

He can’t just keep taking this.


‘First I need to reduce my blind spots.’

Eddie carefully stepped backwards while scanning front and back.

Leaning against the container wall, Eddie caught his breath. Block his rear and wait. For that man to appear in his field of vision.

And finally.

Kim Jae-ho threw a dagger from between shadows. But that dagger lost its power before Eddie’s talent and fell. Eddie, who had absorbed all the kinetic energy imbued in the dagger, restrained Kim Jae-ho’s body which had half-revealed itself from outside the shadows.

“Ugh.”

Kim Jae-ho gritted his teeth. Every time Eddie’s pupils turned red, the strength imbued in his body drained away. No matter how much strength he exerted, no strength came out. So he evades. Eddie’s fist passed through Kim Jae-ho’s body and disappeared.

Eddie also frowned seeing Kim Jae-ho disappear before him like an illusion.

The compatibility between the two was extremely poor. Both unable to deal a fatal blow to the other, only minor wounds accumulated.

The legs supporting the bunk bed crumpled, and the wall was punctured. Books Han Seo-hyeon cherished were crumpled and torn.

[Haa, haa…]

Eddie let out rough breaths.

At this rate, there would be no end to the fight.

Edward Sihelis the man. His motto is to never avoid a fight, but continuing a fight with nothing to gain is something only an idiot would do.

Yeah, that’s right. I’m not an idiot!

[Wait, do we really need to fight? Huh?]

Eddie desperately shouted while avoiding Kim Jae-ho’s fist.

[I’m not your enemy. You understand? I just came to tell you the news that your friends came out after conquering the Gate!]

But it was not enough to stop Kim Jae-ho who was already fired up.

Damn it, Eddie bit his lip.


He came to the container just in case, wondering if there was someone missing from Golden Day who had come out after conquering the Gate, but he didn’t expect to get caught up in a fight like this.

‘But I can’t seriously face this guy either.’

He came wanting to make a good impression on Golden Day, but now he’s fighting like this with a mercenary belonging to Golden Day.

Yeah, why should we fight in the first place! As the fight got tough, reason that had left home returned.

Eddie desperately shouted:

[Your boss is badly injured right now! We don’t have time for this, you know?]

Boss.

At those words, Kim Jae-ho stopped in place. Eddie desperately conveyed his words through gestures.

[Yeah! You understand? I!! Am not!! Your!! Enemy!!]

At those desperate gestures, Kim Jae-ho narrowed his eyes and glared at him. Okay, he doesn’t understand. As the silence lengthened, Kim Jae-ho raised his dagger again.

[Wait!]

No, why did he stop just now? Slowly, Eddie retraced the words he had spit out.

[Boss?]

Kim Jae-ho reacted to that word. Eddie desperately shouted:

[Yeah, let’s go to your boss! Boss! Your! Boss!]

Perhaps Eddie’s sincerity conveyed through hand and foot gestures reached him.

[Yeah! Boss! Boss!]

Could they finally communicate? Looking at Eddie smiling broadly with a bruised face, Kim Jae-ho sheathed his dagger. Only then did Eddie finally let out a sigh.

“Do you know where our boss is?”

At Kim Jae-ho’s words, Eddie tilted his head.


“Stupid guy, can’t even speak. How did you live to that age without learning how to talk?”

Eddie, who had no idea Kim Jae-ho was insulting him, just smiled broadly.

[You want to see your boss too, right?]

“Yeah, our boss.”

[Boss! I’m telling you, I know where your boss is.]

Kim Jae-ho stood still glaring at Eddie.

Can I trust this guy? The answer is unknown.

Can I find the boss without this guy? No…

Kim Jae-ho recalled the note Kang Yi-sin had left.

Jae-ho, wait just a little bit.

-> Waited enough.

Don’t go anywhere alone, wait.

-> Not alone.

Yeah, Kim Jae-ho had already waited for the boss enough. It’s the boss’s fault for not coming even after ‘just a little bit’ passed dozens of times.

Besides, if he follows that guy, it’s not ‘alone’ so it should be fine, right?

Having finished his thoughts, Kim Jae-ho said to Eddie:

“Take me to the boss. If you do anything strange, I’ll kill you.”

After saying that, Kim Jae-ho hid into Eddie’s shadow.

[Wait, I didn’t tell you to hide in my shadow!]

Eddie rubbed his face.

[Okay, let’s hurry and go meet your boss.]

Muttering like that, Eddie moved his feet.

* * *

Eddie, carrying Kim Jae-ho in his shadow, headed straight for the hunter specialist hospital.

[Your boss is inside that hospital. It seemed he was seriously injured inside the Gate. Well, I don’t know what happened in there though.]

He occasionally spoke towards the shadow. There was no answer at all though.

[Are you still there?]

Every time he stopped his feet, a hand popping out from between shadows grabbed and pulled his pants.

[You startled me!]

Is he very shy, or what? Eddie grumbled looking at Kim Jae-ho who wouldn’t come out of the shadow at all.

[There’s a limit to treating people like a vehicle. You don’t even want to walk?]

As he grumbled like that while walking, before he knew it they were in front of the hospital. People were swarming in front of the hospital. In addition to the people who had been waiting at the containers in front of the Gate, reporters who had heard the news from somewhere had joined.

It wasn’t strange, since the people who conquered the S-grade Gate that had been receiving their attention were here. The eyes of people wanting to somehow ask them about the Gate gleamed.

[Damn it, how did a C-grade Gate become S-grade! We need to hear what happened in there!]

[That’s right. They say they can’t even conquer the surrounding Gates because they’re afraid this might happen again.]

Especially scientists researching Gates and agencies were eager.

[I understand they need to recover, but isn’t this too selfish? They could at least hold a brief conference to answer our questions!]

[They say even C-grade and below Gates are all under a conquest ban order now. Because there’s a possibility they could become S-grade, it’s too dangerous!]

So that’s why so many people gathered in front of the hospital.

[Let’s pass through.]

Eddie squeezed through their gaps to enter. Despite hearing Eddie’s words, instead of making way, people pushed Eddie away.

[I need to go to the hospital! Hey? I’m a patient!]

Getting hit by Kim Jae-ho actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise. Seeing Eddie with bruises on his temple and split lips, people finally made way with startled faces.

Thanks to that, Eddie was barely able to enter the hospital. It was the only moment he felt grateful to the man in the shadow.

‘No, I’m not grateful.’

To think I almost felt grateful for being beaten up. Eddie shook his head to clear away stray thoughts.

Though he had finally entered the hospital, the atmosphere here was also harsh. Security guards whose faces were usually hard to see were watching everywhere with burning eyes.

Eddie swallowed hard at the inexplicable tension.

What on earth is all this about.

[Those here for treatment, please come this way!]

A man moved his steps following the nurse’s guidance in front of Eddie who was spacing out.

Eddie discreetly lined up behind that man.

[I didn’t come for treatment, I came to visit a friend…]

[So what’s your friend’s name and room number?]

[Damn it!]

At the nurse’s eye signal, security guards rushed in and dragged the man out.

[Ah, really! Do you know how hard it was for me to get in here!]

Eddie’s mouth fell open watching the man being dragged out. They drag people out like that here? How many people must have caused trouble for…

Both the nurse sitting at reception and the security guards guarding the lobby were filled with anger. The moment he saw their bloodshot eyes, Eddie felt it. If he’s not careful, he could be kicked out too.

[What brings you here?]

The nurse’s face, which had been gentle when she saw Eddie’s battered face, crumpled like an ogre at Eddie’s next words.

[I, I came to visit…]

[Which room number?]

And of course, the same question flew at Eddie too.

[Well, you see, I came to see the Golden Day mercenary group…]

Before Eddie’s words could properly finish, the nurse quickly opened her mouth:

[Visits from outsiders are prohibited.]

[Ah, I’m telling you I’m not an outsider! I came with a mercenary belonging to that Golden Day mercenary group!]

At that moment, there was a commotion outside.

[I’m telling you I’ll just see their face! Really, just see their face and leave! It’s not like they’ll wear out! Is Golden Day mercenary group that amazing!]

The man shouting like that was dragged out by security guards. The nurse who watched that man twitched her eyebrows at Eddie. Eddie was flustered at that silent interrogation.

[No, I’m telling you it’s true. There’s a Golden Day mercenary in my shadow right now.]

Eddie stomped his foot on his shadow.

[Hey, come out! Wait, I said come out!]

If only this man who’s a member of Golden Day would come out, everything would be solved! But despite Eddie’s desperate pleas, Kim Jae-ho in the shadow didn’t budge an inch.

The nurse looked at Eddie with an incredulous face. Eddie’s face turned red at that gaze.

[It may sound like a lie, but there really is a person here…]

This is driving me crazy. Eddie performed a noisy tap dance on top of his shadow. The nurse who watched that pathetic sight said:

[Should I call security?]

Damn it. Eddie closed his mouth tightly with a red face. Realizing how his actions must look, he had absolutely nothing to say.

[…I’ll leave.]

In the end, Eddie had no choice but to leave the hospital as if being chased out.

Damn it! Seriously! After cursing inwardly, Eddie plopped down on a bench outside the hospital where people were crowding.

[Damn, I didn’t know security would be this tight.]

But it wasn’t strange. They can’t accept all those people gathered there after all.

‘Or maybe their condition is still so bad they haven’t regained consciousness.’

Certainly, the leader’s condition that day wasn’t good. How bad must it have been for him to be classified as seriously injured and moved here right away.

‘But still…’

No, security isn’t the problem to begin with.

[Hey, come out a bit!]

Is it because there are people around?

Eddie moved his steps to a corner of the alley where there were no people. Only then did Kim Jae-ho slightly crawl out from outside the shadow.

[You wouldn’t come out earlier when I told you to!]

Eddie pounded his chest in frustration and exasperation. The guy who had been glaring at that sight silently pointed his finger at the building.

[We can’t go in! I’m telling you we can only go in if you’re next to me!]

At those words, Kim Jae-ho let out a deep sigh.

“What on earth are you saying?”

[Yeah, you can’t understand me! Damn, if only we could communicate.]

As Eddie muttered like that, a lightning-like realization flashed through his mind.

Wait, why am I doing this? There’s a good thing called a translator. Eddie, who belatedly had that thought, rummaged through his pocket and took out his smartphone.

[You said you’re Korean, right?]

Eddie, who set English and Korean, wrote what he wanted to say.

[Your boss is in there. I need your help to go inside.]

And he showed the translated version to the man.

Kim Jae-ho, who had been looking at those words quietly, nodded his head.

“You need my help? Okay.”

Eddie waved his hands at Kim Jae-ho who started taking out his dagger first.

[No, not that kind of help! Damn it, put the dagger away?]

That day, Eddie realized.

That there was a barrier greater than language between Kim Jae-ho and himself.
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The situation Han Seo-hyeon relayed wasn’t very good.

“The inside of the container is a mess?”

“Yes, it looked like a battle had taken place there.”

At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I clutched my head.

Why on earth is the container, which was fine when I left, completely smashed up!

“Could it be something like this? Jae-ho woke up, realized he was alone, thought we abandoned him, got angry and then destroyed everything.”

Han Seo-hyeon looked at me with pitying eyes at my words.

“Though Jae-ho is sometimes so ignorant it makes you wonder if he ever thinks, and he’s fierce like a wild animal, he’s not that bad?”

—Listening to it, the words sound strange…

That’s right. Are you defending him or stabbing him in the back? Anyway, the conclusion was directed towards ‘Even Kim Jae-ho wouldn’t have destroyed the container for no reason’.

“Ahem, that’s right. Jae-ho may be fierce but he wouldn’t go that far.”

But if not that, why is our container completely smashed up!

“Maybe our identities were revealed… No, if that happened, this place would be in an uproar first.”

No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn’t figure anything out. Kim Jae-ho, who would know the truth about this whole situation, was missing.

Therefore, finding Kim Jae-ho is the top priority.

“For now, let’s find Jae-ho first.”

“Yes.”

We’ve confirmed Cha Song-jin’s condition, so once we find Kim Jae-ho, we should be able to leave here.

Though I have no idea where he is or what he’s doing.

—Still, that guy isn’t one to get hurt somewhere.


‘Well, he might hurt someone else. He’s not the type to get beaten up somewhere.’

Still, I was worried about how the Deceiver’s trial might have affected him. Since Kim Jae-ho has the youngest mental age among us, he might have developed trauma…

‘If he thrashed about because of that trauma and ended up like that…’

Once that thought occurred to me, I couldn’t sit still.

—What are you going to do if you don’t sit still? It’s not like you can go out and solve it right away.

At Ray’s rational words, I laid my body back down on the bed after half-raising it.

“Nngh.”

For now, I have no choice but to wait for Han Seo-hyeon to find Kim Jae-ho. Still, since Han Seo-hyeon has taken action, we should be able to find Kim Jae-ho soon.

Before that, I need to deal with the uninvited guests who’ve come to our hospital room. Han Seo-hyeon frowned at the knocking sound on the hospital room door.

“Can’t we just chase them away?”

“We can’t do that to guests.”

“Haah…”

Han Seo-hyeon, who let out a sigh, got up from his seat with a displeased face and opened the door. I also raised my body from the bed.

As expected, Oh Seung-woo and Taika were standing outside the door. Oh Seung-woo, who strode in, said to me:

[I thought you might be finished talking with Mr. Byron.]

[Yeees.]

—That was a perfect scam.

‘It’s not a scam. He’ll be grateful to me later.’

—Grateful? Good heavens! It’ll be lucky if he doesn’t make a curse doll of you!

Ignoring the bombardment of conscience pouring in my head, I guided Oh Seung-woo to the sofa.


[Shall we sit and talk?]

The luxurious private hospital room was even equipped with a sofa and table for guests. I got up from the bed and sat on the sofa.

[I think it’s time to hear your answer to the question I asked.]

It was a confident face that didn’t doubt for a moment that his proposal would be rejected.

Sadly, the answer had been decided even before Oh Seung-woo left this room.

[I’m grateful for your good proposal, but the answer is no.]

At my words, Oh Seung-woo’s smile faded slightly. He was still smiling, but his eyes changed. Well, he probably didn’t think I would reject his proposal.

[For now, I don’t feel any inconvenience with just Mr. Byron’s care.]

[…I see.]

Oh Seung-woo closed his mouth with a face that had a lot to say.

He probably wants to immediately scold me saying ‘How can you be satisfied with the care of such a lousy agency?’, but he can’t say such things with his dignity.

Oh Seung-woo, who caught his breath, said to me:

[If you’re worried about the penalty fee, or if there are other special terms, tell me. We can match any conditions…]

[It’s not about conditions. I just like Mr. Byron.]

‘More than me?’ This time, Oh Seung-woo’s feelings were clearly visible. Taika, who had been staring at that face from the side, burst out laughing.

[Hahaha!]

He was so annoying, laughing while holding his stomach. Oh Seung-woo’s face turned red.

[Stop…]

[I’m trying to stop laughing but I can’t, khup. It’s been so long since I’ve seen Mr. Oh treated like this.]

[Ha. Ha. Yeah, keep laughing.]


Despite Oh Seung-woo’s grumpy words, Taika didn’t stop laughing. After giggling like that for a while, Taika said:

[Somehow Mr. Oh’s luck doesn’t seem to be following him here.]

Oh Seung-woo sighed at Taika’s words. Oh Seung-woo, who glanced at Taika who kept teasing him, said to me:

[It seems you’ve already made up your mind, so anything I say will be useless. It’s a shame. I thought we could have a mutually beneficial relationship in the future…]

Still, Oh Seung-woo was a professional. It’s impressive that he can immediately add such words to me with a serious face even while Taika is making the most annoying expression teasing him from the side.

The conversation I needed to have with Oh Seung-woo ended here.

As I watched Oh Seung-woo stand up from his seat, I let out a sigh of relief inwardly.

Oh Seung-woo held out his business card to me.

[If you change your mind, contact me through that card anytime.]

The business card with only Oh Seung-woo’s name and contact information shone brightly just by itself. Hmm, that’s not a metaphor. It really shone. What did you do to the business card? I smiled as I put that card in my pocket.

[Yes, I’ll be sure to contact you if I change my mind.]

[Well then, I’ll be…]

Oh Seung-woo, who stood up from his seat, gestured with his eyes towards Taika. But despite that eye signal, Taika’s butt showed no sign of leaving the chair.

[Taika?]

At Oh Seung-woo’s call, Taika opened his mouth in a nonchalant voice.

[Mr. Oh was rejected, but I wasn’t rejected, right?]

[What?]

Oh Seung-woo looked at Taika with a dumbfounded expression. Even at that gaze, Taika calmly continued speaking.

[Mr. Oh, go do your work. I’ll stay here and play for a bit.]

The only people who weren’t surprised by Taika’s words were Taika himself and Han Seo-hyeon who was poor at English.

[Wait, you’re going to play here?]

Oh Seung-woo asked the question I wanted to ask. Yeah, you’re going to play here! Why you? What exactly are you going to do?

[Yes. I have a lot of things I want to ask too. Mr. Oh said it too, right? That you’re curious how these people conquered an S-grade Gate by themselves.]

[That was just my personal curiosity… No, where do you talk about such sensitive information like this?]

[Did I say something I shouldn’t have?]

Taika still tilted his head with an innocent expression.

[Anyway, I’m going to stay longer.]

Taika who said that looked at me and said:

[It’s okay if I stay, right? If it was a difficult question, I won’t ask it!]

[Uh, well…]

I swallowed hard. I don’t know how to react to Taika’s sudden curveball!

[Honestly, I want to rest…]

[Oh! Then I’ll be quiet.]

The words I barely managed to say were rebutted before they could finish. As if you could be quiet! Your very existence is noisy! I looked at Oh Seung-woo with desperate eyes, but Oh Seung-woo had the same face as me.

What kind of face?

‘I don’t know, you handle it somehow.’

No, hey! You’re the hunter. I’ll take care of my kid, so you should take care of yours.

In the meantime, Oh Seung-woo and I desperately exchanged glances.

[Please?]

I was completely fed up with Taika’s appearance of rubbing his hands together like a fly.

‘Your kid is throwing a tantrum like this, are you going to leave him?’

At my gaze, Oh Seung-woo raised the corners of his mouth. As if telling me ‘Why should I be responsible? We’re strangers.’

The moment I saw that smile, I clenched my fist at the anxiety welling up.

[Well, Taika is on vacation right now. What does my opinion matter when he’s on vacation.]

No, wait. What about my opinion? Aren’t you going to ask for our opinion?

Before I could continue speaking, Oh Seung-woo got in first.

[Then, I’ll leave him in your care.]

[No, um…]

You’re running away! I became urgent at Oh Seung-woo’s exit.

[Mr. Oh Seung-woo Agency!]

I hurriedly tried to grab him, but the snake-like Oh Seung-woo had already started pretending to be busy by pulling up his suit to look at his watch.

[Ah, sorry but it’s almost time for my next schedule. I have to go now.]

Hey! Where do you think you’re going, shamelessly leaving him behind and running away! I almost shouted that without realizing.

[Haha! Have a safe trip.]

At Taika’s words that followed, my sense of reason evaporated. Have a safe trip? Is this your house or something? While I was dumbfounded, Oh Seung-woo quickly escaped from here.

‘Kuk! This is my defeat! I couldn’t do anything even though I clearly saw the number of enemies! I’m disqualified as a boss!’

—…Is this something to say so gravely?

‘As expected of someone called the world’s best agency.’

—No, it doesn’t really feel that way…

‘Kuh, I need to reflect on myself too. There’s no need to comfort me. Thorough self-criticism is the only way to move forward.’

Ray, moved by my self-reflection, chose silence. Whew, I exhaled and looked at Taika who was smiling brightly.

Now I have to deal with the burden Oh Seung-woo dumped on me. Han Seo-hyeon asked me as I was looking at him with a grave expression:

“Why isn’t he leaving?”

“That’s how it turned out.”

“No, this isn’t a situation where you can say ‘that’s how it turned out’!”

Han Seo-hyeon who shouted like that suddenly yelled towards Taika:

[Hey! Go jo! Go jo!]

Fortunately, perhaps because the pronunciation was poor, Taika didn’t understand those words. It’s fortunate it was such an honest “get out”.

[Haha, are you telling me to get lost now?]

No, you understood! I hurriedly waved my hands.

[No! No. It’s a misunderstanding.]

I quickly turned my head towards Han Seo-hyeon. No matter what, telling the world’s strongest hunter to get lost? This was too much.

“He just stayed because he’s curious about us. If we satisfy his curiosity, he’ll leave.”

“Really?”

Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes and looked Taika up and down.

“I don’t think so, he has the face of someone who’s going to completely settle down.”

Why has your perception improved so much!

—Well, it’s a survival skill that can only improve when you have a boss like you who always backstabs.

Damn, so you’re saying it’s my fault in the end.

Ahem, I cleared my throat.

“That person just said he has something to say.”

As I was trying to smooth over the situation like that, Taika dropped a bombshell declaration.

[I’ve been wondering how you’ve been all this time. After all, it’s been a really long time since we met!]

Damn, ‘long time’? The ominous feeling I had every time I saw Taika revealed its true form.

Not knowing how I felt, Taika was still looking at me with a brightly smiling face.
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I desperately hoped it was just curiosity about a C-grade mercenary group that conquered an S-grade Gate, but to think he recognized us and approached… Now that it’s come to this, the puzzle pieces from all this time fit together neatly.

Even a C-grade mercenary group that conquered an S-grade Gate wasn’t enough to receive Taika Cooper’s full attention. I would have understood if it was just showing interest. But the interest Taika showed wasn’t to that extent.

[Haah, how did you know?]

I decided to admit it honestly. It seemed meaningless to make excuses in this situation, and I decided to trust the goodwill Taika was showing us.

At my question, Taika’s eyes sparkled as he said:

[While watching the Gate, sand that I’d seen somewhere before started spreading.]

Sand? To my question, Ray answered instead:

—The sand was thick when we came out of the Gate. Han Seo-hyeon’s condition wasn’t good at that time either. His magic power was leaking.

[I can’t not recognize you after fighting together then.]

Well, since we worked together conquering Yebrica, it wasn’t strange for him to recognize us.

[But you were certain right away.]

[There might be other people who use black magic power and sand, but I thought you were the only ones who would hide your identities and conquer an S-grade Gate.]

Well, ordinary hunters would want their names to be known, not think of hiding like us. It means our identity was too obvious to someone who knew the circumstances.

[By the way, your friend in the ICU has gotten much thinner.]

“What?”

I unconsciously spoke in Korean. Did he just mistake Kim Jae-ho for Cha Song-jin?

‘Even so, there’s at least a 10cm height difference…’

Isn’t he too unbiased? Is that height difference something that can be glossed over as just getting thinner! My mouth fell open unconsciously at that naive way of thinking.

He really makes me speechless. I sighed and rubbed my face at the same time.

Anyway, how do I deal with this. As I was racking my brain, Taika said with an innocent face:


[I thought you knew I had noticed.]

[You thought I knew everything?]

[No matter how much money I have, I’d go bankrupt if I went around paying hospital bills for people I don’t know.]

I see. Somehow he has an image that seems like he’d be easily fooled anywhere. By the way, wait, he paid the hospital bills?

[Are you saying Mr. Cooper paid our hospital bills?]

[Yes, whatever amount comes out will be handled under my name. And are you still going to call me Mr. Cooper? I told you to call me Taika.]

For a moment, I saw a halo behind Taika’s head. Hospital bills! He’s paying all the hospital bills. I was already getting stressed as the days of hospitalization lengthened.

—Wait, get a hold of yourself! Are you going to fall for that guy just because he paid some hospital bills!

‘Huuk! Th-that’s right?’

I barely regained my senses at Ray’s words.

No, wait. I almost fell for it! How can I fall for him just because he paid the hospital bills. Isn’t Taika himself a more frightening existence than hospital bills?

[It’s fine, we can handle it ourselves.]

I drew a line with Taika.

[Really? It’s quite expensive here.]

[How expensive can it be…]

Taika told me the approximate amount as I spoke confidently. What I thought was confidence was soon revealed to be baseless bluster.

[It, it’s that expensive?]

I unconsciously let out such words. Taika nodded and said:

[Yes, there’s also a patient in the ICU after all. The cost of staying there each day is enormous.]

[No way! They seem to be treating roughly! Just connecting a person to machines!]


With my eyes rolling at the amount, I even blurted out words I shouldn’t have said, treating the efforts and dedication of medical staff like old shoes.

—Get a hold of yourself, you fool!

‘Huuk, my reason briefly left home.’

I barely regained my senses at Ray’s shout.

But it was that ridiculous of a medical bill.

‘3 billion won…’

My hospital bill was enormous too, but Cha Song-jin’s hospital bill for entering intensive care was really no joke.

I’ll have to empty out all the money in my Korean accounts.

—Is that even possible?

‘No.’

First of all, as a criminal, I obviously couldn’t use accounts in my name. I had been using accounts under borrowed names prepared by Professor Geum until now, but it was difficult to withdraw money overseas with those borrowed name accounts.

To begin with, I didn’t have an account with 3 billion won in it. To withdraw all my money scattered across dozens of accounts, it would take a long time just for that.

‘Damn it!’

I should have done some money laundering earlier! This problem occurred because I only relied on asking Professor Geum whenever I needed money. Kuk, I need to break this bad habit of just relying on Golden Doraemon from now on.

‘But it’s so convenient to just ask Professor Geum!’

—Are you saying this is all because Professor Geum spoiled you?

‘No, how can hospital bills be 3 billion won…’

Korean hunter hospitals were expensive too, but America was really America after all. 3 billion won. And it’s even updating in real-time!

It doesn’t seem like it would be enough even if we put all the S-grade Gate conquest reward money towards it.

—Why are you pretending to worry? Can’t you just run away without paying like you usually do?


‘I might be able to do that with bad guys’ money, but how can I run away without paying the money of people working diligently here?’

And if we run away like this, all the responsibility will fall on Norman, so we have no choice.

—Play along, wholeheartedly.

‘Yes.’

I looked at Taika and said:

[Thank you. We’ll gratefully accept your kindness!]

Despite the situation where affection should be lost, Taika just smiled brightly at my words. It’s really fortunate Taika is a pushover.

Han Seo-hyeon, who heard the conversation passing between us, asked me:

“What are you talking about? Somehow the atmosphere seems strange.”

As expected of Han Seo-hyeon. He may not be good at English, but he’s quick-witted! I calmly said to Han Seo-hyeon:

“Well, it seems he’s noticed our identities.”

At those words, Han Seo-hyeon immediately drew up magic power.

“Wait! What are you doing!”

“You said our identities were exposed!”

Taika, who raised his hands, quickly said:

[Whoa, whoa! Please convey my words well to your friend. I have no intention of fighting you at all.]

Watching Taika waving his hands and appealing that he has no intention of harming us, I’m at a loss for words due to the absurdity.

Is this the world’s strongest hunter?

“As you can see, he says he has no intention of fighting us at all.”

“He does look that way.”

Han Seo-hyeon obediently calmed his magic power, but his eyes were still full of suspicion.

“Then what on earth is he doing here?”

“Yeah, I’m curious about that too.”

Now I’m about to ask that too.

[What do you want from us?]

Seeing how he deliberately showed himself when Oh Seung-woo wasn’t around, it doesn’t seem like he intends to report us… No, then is there any reason for him to pretend to know us?

[Ah! That. Honestly, I came hoping you would accept Mr. Oh’s proposal. But no matter how I thought about it, that seemed unreasonable.]

Taika winked.

[After all, you’re in a situation where you’re hiding your identities right now. You’re not really Lee San-ho of Golden Day. The things you told me before were lies too, right? Ah, should we introduce ourselves first?]

[I’m Shen of Weltschmerz…]

The day has finally come when I have to say this nickname directly with my mouth.

—You used it just fine with Xie Haozhu though.

‘Somehow I felt embarrassed all of a sudden.’

Hearing my words, Han Seo-hyeon cut in from the side with his arms folded:

[Tod of Weltschmerz.]

—Look at Han Seo-hyeon! He has no shame at all.

‘He’s at that age.’

My face heated up as I suddenly found myself reciting self-introductions. By the way, this isn’t the important thing.

[So what you want from us is…]

[Isn’t it too soon to jump straight to the main point? I’d like to have time to talk about how we’ve been doing. First, I’ve been doing very well. Actually, I got beaten to death by Mr. Oh after returning here, but it was worth it. Did you hear that Australia’s condition improved a lot after conquering Yebrica? The Australian side sent me a plaque of appreciation, but I wanted to say your contribution was greater. Mr. Oh stopped me though, so I failed.]

Taika rattled off words like he was firing a machine gun. Even I, who thought I was quite good at English listening, had to concentrate my mind to the maximum to grasp word after word.

[I checked on your news from time to time too! Mr. Oh told me not to associate with Weltschmerz at all, but well, not all criminal organizations are bad. Of course they’re bad, but you were receiving quite good evaluations. Actually, because of that, a professional villain magazine selected Weltschmerz as this year’s worst rookie, did you see that?]

What’s a professional villain magazine? Was there such a thing? Worst rookie? What’s that?

[No. Why on earth are we the worst…]

[Oh! The reason Weltschmerz became this year’s selected worst rookie is simple. Because you acted too ‘nicely’! I didn’t know being nice could be an insult on the villain side! The magazine said this. Ah, the evaluation criteria was this. ‘These bastards can’t become true villains. Judging by their damned standard of only punishing evil people, these bastards seem to be suffering from vain hero delusions!’]

While Taika was pouring out words, all I could do was breathe evenly. No, really. How did he hold in all these words until now? Seeing my fed up expression, Taika said laughing:

[I’m sorry. But I really had so many things I wanted to say all this time but couldn’t say a single word! I had so many things I was curious about. Ah, I’m sorry if what the magazine said was too harsh. In my desire to convey it accurately, I ended up… I don’t think badly of you! Don’t worry at all!]

No, I’d like you to think badly of me. No, and you need to speak after giving me time to say something! I couldn’t say anything to Taika’s crazy ‘pouring out’ of words – no matter how I think about it, this can’t be called a conversation, the expression ‘pouring out words is accurate – that made me breathless just looking at him.

‘He said he had a lot to talk about with me, and he really did.’

It’s to the point of being fed up. Even as my face was discoloring in real-time, Taika’s words continued:

[And ah, yes! About that sand. How did you become able to handle it? Originally you used the sand Yebrica summoned, right? Oh! That’s right, is it perhaps the effect of Yebrica’s Mana Stone?]

As expected of someone who has seen and experienced a lot, the correct answer comes out right away.

By the way, it’s too, too…

‘Isn’t he getting too close!’

Taika’s face, which had been slowly approaching while pouring out words, was now right in front of my nose.

[Um, I’d like it if you could widen the distance a little…]

This is strange. I heard Americans value something called personal space very much. It doesn’t seem to apply to Taika.

[Oops, sorry. My feelings got ahead of me without realizing.]

[Hmm…]

He’s really burdensome in many ways.

I slowly answered Taika’s questions.

[The sand Tod handled is, as you thought.]

This would be a secret too, but he’s already seen it all. Besides, he’s not an opponent we can handle by hiding our abilities.

[Oh, as expected, amazing! To steal the enemy’s power and use it as is. It’s certainly fitting for a necromancer. He’s the best among the necromancers I’ve seen!]

[Hmm, that’s certainly true.]

The corners of my mouth rose unconsciously at the praise for Han Seo-hyeon. Hmm, that’s right.

—Get a hold of yourself!

Oops! If it weren’t for Ray’s warning, I would have helplessly fallen for that guy.

‘Th-that was dangerous. To distract my mind with incessant talking. As expected of the world’s strongest hunter.’

—Isn’t the problem that you’re an incorrigible softie?

No, it’s not my fault. It’s an undeniable fact that Han Seo-hyeon is an outstanding necromancer.

[…Tell us clearly what you want from us.]

I needed to pull myself together to escape from that hell of a mouth.
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[Really, do you have to act so stiffly?]

While clearly showing his disappointment, Taika obediently opened his mouth.

[I was just going to ask if you’d like to go around conquering Gates with me instead of hiding and doing it.]

And Taika’s ‘main point’ was, as I expected, not welcome at all.

First of all, what came to mind was ‘Why?’ Why would that amazing SS-grade potential super rookie, no, America’s strategic weapon, be so eager for a sloppy villain organization?

[You want to go around conquering Gates with us?]

Despite my lukewarm reaction, Taika’s expression remained the same.

[Well, it was really fun back then.]

It seems conquering Yebrica remained a very good memory for Taika Cooper.

—Wasn’t it terrible for you?

‘I enjoyed it too. It’s just that we had to suffer terribly wandering the streets for two weeks afterwards, avoiding people chasing us.’

If only that part could be deleted, it could have remained a pretty good memory for me too.

By the way, I didn’t think Taika would still remember that. I thought it would be nothing special to a hunter who enters S-grade Gates like eating rice.

[I didn’t think you’d still remember something that happened months ago.]

[To be honest, it was the first time I had so much fun, so I thought of you guys every time I conquered Gates afterwards.]

[That’s probably because the situation then was special.]

The reason Taika found conquering with us particularly fun was probably because our clumsy, chaotic situation was refreshing compared to orthodox Gate conquests.

[I guarantee, if you go conquering with us again, it won’t be as fun as back then.]

At my words, Taika smiled and shook his head.

[You might change your mind if you knew how I usually conquer Gates?]


What on earth is it like? At my gaze, Taika pouted and continued speaking:

[People here just treat me like a button to fire missiles. They stick me in a safe place and when something dangerous appears, they press the missile launch button. Then I throw black holes from the rear like firing missiles. This is all I know about conquering.]

I roughly understand what he’s saying. Taika was a precious person. Whether inside or outside Gates, he would be treated preciously like a sacred cow.

That thoughtless Taika probably thought all that process was boring and uninteresting, but from the guild’s perspective that had to manage Taika, it was how they managed the high-class talent called Taika.

Taika seems thoroughly fed up with being treated like a precious strategic weapon to be used at critical moments.

Hmm.

‘This is why romance novels about greenhouse flowers falling for thugs are rampant in the world.’

There are side effects even from cherishing too much?

—You’re aware that you’re the thug.

‘The problem is that reality is very far from romance novels.’

—Oho, well. A greenhouse flower and a thug. Usually that’s a combination that ends with the flower getting trampled, right? Surely you’re not thinking of doing that?

‘No, I said reality is different from romance novels. That greenhouse flower is a monster that can blow up mountains with its bare hands!’

—That’s what you meant by different!

So I had to think very carefully. Because that greenhouse flower could crush me with a single gesture.

[We’re grateful you think well of us, but that’s difficult. After all, we’re criminals, and uh, the more we get involved with you, Mr. Cooper, the more, well, dangerous it becomes.]

It’s not for nothing that we pretended to be a C-grade mercenary group to enter here. After saying that, I quickly added:

[You know we’re criminals, right? I’m grateful you didn’t report us, but associating with us isn’t good for you either.]

Taika’s eyebrows twitched at my words.

[I know, I know. I’ve been saying it from earlier. I was so curious about what kind of people you were that I even looked into it myself. I even bought villain magazines.]

[Right, that villain magazine. It’s dangerous to judge us based on just that magazine. We are, uh, quite dangerous criminals!]


—The moment you say that, it feels like half the dignity of dangerous criminals has flown away.

I know how embarrassing it is to be yelling that I’m a dangerous criminal in front of this person.

But if I don’t say such things, I can’t properly warn that guy!

Despite my warning, Taika was still smiling with an innocent face.

[Well, looking at the information spread in Korea, I don’t think I can say you’re that bad. I agree that if you’re a criminal, you’d be the worst criminal. Ah! I mean the worst as a criminal, not that you committed the worst crimes!]

I waved my hand to calm Taika who was about to pour out words again. A sigh escaped involuntarily.

[…Enough, I roughly understand what you’re trying to say.]

[As I said earlier, you’re considered the worst rookie even on the villain side. You can be proud.]

[I told you not to judge us based on just that villain magazine. By the way, where on earth did you get that magazine?]

Who brought such trashy yellow journalism to the world’s strongest hunter! What on earth was Oh Seung-woo doing not catching such things! At my outcry, Taika’s eyes sparkled as he said:

[Ah, are you curious where you can get that magazine? Should I tell you where to buy it?]

[No! It’s fine. No, really, put your phone away!]

At my refusal, Taika rolled his eyes as if disappointed. Good heavens, really. I’d be swept away by this guy if I’m not careful. I returned to the main point again.

[Anyway, the important thing is that we’re villains. Walking the opposite path from hunters like you.]

At those words, Taika, who had buried his back in the sofa, shrugged his shoulders.

[Do you really think hunters and villains walk opposite paths?]

Taika’s voice saying that was much lower than before. The smile that had filled his face had already disappeared.

[This hunter world is overflowing with people worse than you. Because America is thoroughly based on meritocracy. Do you know how the law works here? It’s incredibly flexible. An A-grade hunter who ‘accidentally’ froze his housekeeper to death last time was acquitted without even getting probation. By the way, it was the fifth ‘accident’ that bastard committed.]

Taika opened his mouth with a nonchalant face.

America is a vast land. Though it was a country with many talented people, it was too much to cover all this vast land. Was that why? Hunters’ value skyrocketed, and hunters hired the most competent lawyers in the world.


With laws already lenient towards hunters, plus the world’s most competent team of lawyers.

[There are numerous hunters who walk away fine after committing terrible crimes. Yeah, there are several such guys in our guild too. Protests to punish hunters always occur, but few hunters receive proper punishment.]

This was different from what I knew.

[I thought America mercilessly sentenced awakener criminals to death…]

[That’s all about powerless hunters with low potential. Cases of B-grade or higher hunters being executed are, well, extremely rare. No matter what they do, they can get away with it.]

Taika who said that added:

[The law is outdated. Besides, lobbying is legal in this country. You understand? Lobbying is legal.]

It meant corruption in America was more serious than I thought. No, this might be even worse.

[And those bad guys don’t even think they did anything wrong. Awakeners are superior! They say what’s wrong with killing a few humans who can’t do anything!]

Taika who said those words seemed to feel contempt for all those things. I didn’t know this bright-looking Taika had such a side.

But that appearance was brief, and Taika smiled brightly at me again and said:

[So I don’t care how much bad things you’ve done. At least you’re much better people than the human trash I’ve seen!]

[Yeees…]

Oh no, so he wasn’t just a thoughtless greenhouse flower? This is harder to deal with.

As I was lost in such thoughts, Taika added:

[If you’re really that concerned about the crimes you committed, how about immigrating to America?]

[Immigrate?]

[America has a system that gladly accepts hunters who committed crimes abroad. They pardon all the crimes committed so far and give permanent residency. Well, we’ve been criticized a lot for this, but America is the world’s strongest. No one dares to say anything.]

I just blinked at that sudden proposal.

[When I looked into it, villains called Weltschmerz were described as terrible in that country. But if you come here, you can start over cleanly. You don’t need to hide your identity and wander around C-grade Gates like this, you don’t need to wear those thick masks, you can live freely.]

Huh. It was certainly an tempting proposal.

Unlike with Oh Seung-woo, it came with an offer to cleanly launder my life, so there’s no reason to worry about my identity being discovered.

But…

The problem is that I have my own reasons for calling myself a criminal.

If I accept Taika’s proposal, I have to live as an upright American citizen.

Of course, I could do dirty things behind the scenes. But there are limits to such methods.

The moment I stand in the light, I have to hand over all the freedom I’ve enjoyed to the state. No matter how much I have Taika Cooper behind me, no, rather because I have Taika Cooper behind me, I’ll have to be even more careful.

Besides, if I come here, everything I’ve done in Korea becomes meaningless. It was all just in the beginning stages. All the people I’ve drawn into this will be left hanging.

I could bring the people I was trying to save to America, but… No, I can’t. The faces of a few people who wouldn’t listen to me no matter what flashed through my mind.

The conclusion is one. Problems can’t be solved by avoiding them.

—You could gain power here and go back.

‘What would change if I go back as a successful hunter? In the meantime, Seol Rok-jin will have completely taken over Korea.’

Seol Rok-jin’s influence is growing stronger by the day. Even without brainwashing, Seol Rok-jin’s words have power. In a few years, Seol Rok-jin will become a person who can do anything in that Korea.

No matter how famous a hunter is, they can’t openly antagonize such a Seol Rok-jin. I know Seol Rok-jin’s methods. The moment you try to deal with Seol Rok-jin in the light, what kind of hell Seol Rok-jin will show.

It’s not for nothing that I chose the method of hiding in the shadows to deal with Seol Rok-jin. No, even I haven’t been able to properly deal with Seol Rok-jin until now.

I plan to quietly build up strength, gather people, and strike all at once after all preparations are complete.

To bring down Seol Rok-jin, no, to kill him, all those preparations are necessary.

‘But I can’t beg Taika Cooper to kill that bad guy for me.’

Hmm, wait. It’s a bit tempting. Should I really ask him to do it? As I was thinking that, Taika’s sparkling face caught my eye. Never mind, what a terrible thought I had.

Dealing with Seol Rok-jin is something I have to do. It means it’s a sin that I, who failed to stop him in my past life, no, rather cooperated with him, have to deal with.

The escape ticket given to me was extremely attractive, but I was a person unqualified to hold this escape ticket.

[Thank you for the offer, but I still have a lot to do.]

[Then when all that work is done?]

I froze at the question that came back. When all my work is done? I had never thought about what comes after that.
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Taika, who read my expression, smiled and said:

[Everything comes to an end eventually, right?]

After finishing my revenge against Seol Rok-jin, and sweeping away all the bad guys I know…

It’s unimaginable now, but certainly someday that end will come, as Taika says.

‘When that end comes…’

Taika’s offer to pardon all the crimes committed so far and live as an American citizen was certainly tempting. I changed my mind. Instead of keeping Taika at a distance, I should keep him as close as possible.

—Can you change your thoughts like flipping a pancake?

‘He has no intention of reporting us, and he’s friendly towards us. We don’t know when that thought will change, but for now, there’s no harm in being friendly with someone like that.’

Hmm, that’s right. Besides, he’s offering to be a solid insurance for the future. There’s no need to refuse, right?

Having organized my thoughts, I said to Taika:

[Is that offer still valid later?]

At my words, Taika’s face brightened.

[Of course!]

[Though I have no idea when that future will come yet.]

A future where I’ve taken down Seol Rok-jin. Right now, it’s like a dream-like future. At my words, Taika smiled brightly and said:

[I hope that future comes quickly. It seems like it would be really fun to go around with you.]

[Not me, our mercenary group.]

I corrected Taika’s words. Where are you trying to take just me? It’s a sensitive statement from the position of someone with many dependents.

[My mercenary group and I are one.]

Taika nodded at my words. Before Taika’s thoughts could continue, I threw out some words:


[It wouldn’t be bad to meet like this occasionally until that future comes.]

Taika’s eyes sparkled at my words.

[Really?]

[You said you wanted to conquer Gates with us, right? Well, I think we could do something like that together…]

It’s just that we need to conquer Gates too. This time we focused on gathering magical beasts and gaining practical experience by rummaging through low-grade Gates, but there wasn’t much to gain from low-grade Gates.

With Taika Cooper, we could choose and conquer high-grade Gates. We can’t miss the opportunity to operate with such strong backing.

[Great! Should we look into the next Gate to conquer right away?]

[Let’s not rush too much. Our situation isn’t that good yet.]

I barely calmed down Taika who was excited like a dog hearing it’s going for a walk.

Han Seo-hyeon, who had been quietly watching that scene, frowned and asked me:

“What on earth did you say to that guy to make him so excited and jumping around?”

I answered with an awkward smile. Well, if I speak honestly, I might get grabbed by the collar in front of Taika.

—Is this that damned ‘Team Yi-sin Without Yi-sin’ operation?

‘Why is an artifact so quick-witted?’

—Anyone listening would know you were trying to dump your team on that guy.

‘It’s just that we don’t know what will happen in the future.’

We don’t know what state I’ll be in when that end comes. It would be bad if I’m stuck in Korea after getting a ticket to America.

—Ha, without you. As if your kids would stick to Taika well.

‘I told you. It’s just preparing for the future.’

Before Ray could grumble at me, Taika said:


[That’s right, recovery should be your priority for now!]

Taika who said that shrugged his shoulders and said:

[Then how about keeping me company during my vacation this time?]

[Keep you company?]

[Yes! I’m on vacation, and you have to stay in here too. It’s boring, right?]

Actually, I’m not that bored, but if I said that he’d probably make a very disappointed face. I nodded unconsciously.

[I’m not that interesting of a person to keep company…]

[Just having someone I can talk comfortably with like this is good.]

For a moment I wondered if he had no friends, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud. Even the world’s strongest hunter could have no friends. Well, look at our Weltschmerz. Out of three people, all three have no friends. Though I haven’t asked, Cha Song-jin probably has no friends either.

Yeah, at this point. Is it actually strange to have friends?

—I’m so dumbfounded I have no words.

Suddenly Taika Cooper looked pitiful. Yeah, how friendless must he be to come asking someone like me to play with him.

‘He might regret asking us to play with him later.’

He sees us in a good light now, but his thoughts might change after meeting a few times. If all the freshness he felt towards us disappears and he just finds us tiresome.

Certainly Taika was attractive, but I couldn’t fully trust him.

Still, it didn’t feel bad to have made a potential safety net just in case.

Even if Taika doesn’t help, just knowing there’s such a law in America isn’t a loss.

[I look forward to our future association.]

Taika smiled and nodded at my words.

“Boss, what on earth are you talking about with that guy?”


Ah, right. Han Seo-hyeon was beside me. I turned my gaze to Han Seo-hyeon. I said to Han Seo-hyeon who frowned as if he had noticed something:

“We’re going to go around conquering Gates with that friend from now on.”

“What? How did it come to that?”

“Well, he paid our hospital bills too, and um, as we talked it seemed there’d be nothing bad about going around with him.”

I said to Taika:

[Smile, kindly.]

[Hello!]

Even after seeing that face, Han Seo-hyeon’s expression didn’t soften.

“Are you in your right mind? You’re going to be friendly with that guy?”

“Well, it seems we could get help conquering Gates in the future too…”

“Are we not enough by ourselves?”

It feels really strange when you say it like that. I shook my head.

“It’s not that kind of problem. It’s just a matter of various conveniences. Look at this time too. Just from solving one S-grade Gate, all this attention is focused on us. If we tag along with that friend, at least this won’t happen.”

Only then did Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth close.

That day I appeased Taika well and sent him off. As I was sending him out, as he was reluctant to leave, I said:

[You can come again tomorrow, right?]

[Tomorrow! I can come tomorrow?]

[Didn’t you say to keep you company for a while?]

I need to send him out quickly, if only because of Han Seo-hyeon glaring at me from behind. Having successfully sent Taika out, I carefully turned my head back.

Han Seo-hyeon was there, glaring at me with a terrifying face like an ogre.

“It must be nice that Boss is so good at English.”

Anyone could tell it was a sarcastic tone. Ugh, is it because I left him alone for a while dealing with Taika? He was much sharper than usual.

“Well, it was just formal hospitality.”

“What formal hospitality! You were loving it!”

“Umm, it’s good news for you too. We need to conquer S-grade Gates too to improve our skills, get more items, uh, improve a lot.”

“Do we have to go around with that guy of all people?”

“His skills are certain at least.”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes.

“It’s strange.”

“What is?”

“No matter how skilled someone is, I don’t think Boss would decide to accompany them just for that. I feel like there must be something more that I don’t know.”

“There’s nothing like that. There’s nothing.”

Han Seo-hyeon was really quick-witted. It was really fortunate he was bad at English. If he had understood even a little of the conversation between Taika and me, he would have tried to shake me down asking what it meant.

—It seems like he’d try to kill you if he knew you were thinking of sending him to America in the future.

‘Yes, so it’s really fortunate he’s bad at English.’

I’ll have to keep this a secret between Taika and me until that day actually comes.

“Are you really not hiding anything from me?”

Just as I was about to answer Han Seo-hyeon who was questioning me like that-

Knock knock.

At the knocking sound heard again, Han Seo-hyeon irritably opened the door. The nurse standing outside took a step back with a startled face.

[So-sorry.]

Han Seo-hyeon, who made a surprised expression, immediately apologized to the nurse. I poked my head out from behind Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and asked:

[What brings you here?]

At my question, the nurse said:

[Ah! Mr. Cha has woken up!]

It was welcome news in the midst of everything.

* * *

Edward Sihelis regretted his action of knocking on the container door that day. He really regretted it tremendously! Looking at his shadow, Eddie said:

[Please, get out. Please…]

If he had known he’d pick up this leech that day! If he had known this leech would torment him so terribly! He would never have knocked on that door.

How nice it would be if he could shout ‘Stop! Please!’ to his past self.

For the past two days, Eddie was constantly harassed by this damn guy. First of all, this guy had several problems.

The first problem. When there were people around, that guy in the shadow absolutely wouldn’t come out. It was the same even if Eddie begged and pleaded.

He asked through the translator ‘I’d like you to come out of the shadow. Is there a reason you’re not coming out?’, but there was no answer.

No, to be precise, there was an answer. It’s just that he couldn’t understand it at all.

‘The conservative told me not to wander around extravagantly? You need to say something that makes sense!’

This was because the translator malfunctioned due to Kim Jae-ho’s terrible spelling, but Eddie had no way of knowing.

For reference, the sentence Kim Jae-ho wrote was ‘Boss told me not to wander’.

Even after that, Eddie constantly tried to communicate with the man in the shadow, but communication was one-sided.

No! It wasn’t even one-sided.

Just as he had unhesitatingly taken out his dagger when told Eddie’s help was needed, Kim Jae-ho fingered his dagger each time he heard Eddie’s words.

Eddie had no idea what was wrong with what he said to lead to this conclusion.

‘Damn it, I don’t know Korean at all so I don’t know what the problem is. Were there any words that could be understood as saying to attack or pounce?’

Eddie blamed the translator and himself, but the problem wasn’t him.

The culprit was Kim Jae-ho who thought there was only one solution to every problem.

‘I need your help!’

Help? I’ll help you nicely with this dagger.

‘Let’s come out and talk.’

The name of this dagger is Conversation.

No matter what input was entered, the output was always the same.

And how much trouble it caused. Every time Eddie passed by a food truck, no, Eddie couldn’t pass in front of food trucks at all. Why? Because a hand popping out of the shadow firmly grabbed his foot!

It wasn’t just once or twice that he almost fell. Today was the same. Eddie sat down right there and patted the hand that popped out from between shadows.

[I got it, so stop popping out suddenly like this!]

Eddie, who sat down on a park bench, threw a sandwich at his feet. A hand popping out of the shadow quickly snatched the sandwich.

Kim Jae-ho even ate meals inside the shadow. Looking at his shadow dejectedly, Eddie cursed:

[Damn it.]

How long do I have to keep buying sandwiches for this guy?

I can’t stay like this.
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Kim Jae-ho poked Eddie’s side several times a day asking why he wasn’t going to meet the boss.

[I want to see your damn boss too! But there’s no way. Damn it, if you had just cooperated we could have met right away!]

Eddie’s words weren’t properly conveyed to Kim Jae-ho.

Looking at Kim Jae-ho staring at him with a blank face, Eddie sighed.

‘If we could communicate, this would have been resolved long ago.’

Eddie sighed heavily, blaming the innocent translator.

Eddie hadn’t just been lounging around all this time. He had done his best to gather information on Golden Day in order to somehow get rid of this leech-like guy.

The problem was…

‘That damn Taika Cooper is thoroughly blocking Golden Day’s information from leaking outside.’

Even the people who had gathered around the hospital saying they would hear an explanation about the current situation from Golden Day completely disappeared when Taika Cooper’s agency handled the situation.

Of course agencies who were still full of complaints about Gate control, and even scientists expressed displeasure at this control, but no one dared to voice complaints in front of Taika Cooper.

On top of that, the agency called Norman Byron who was said to be in charge of Golden Day was completely impenetrable. He had left for somewhere avoiding people’s approaches, so he couldn’t even be met.

One way or another, Taika Cooper was the only person with a clear connection to Golden Day that was revealed outside.

He visited the hospital once a day without fail to see the Golden Day mercenary group members.

‘I heard both people are still in comas, but he’s so devoted.’

Or maybe the coma is all a lie.

Whether he intends to hold onto the Golden Day mercenary group and dig up information, or recruit them. Eddie didn’t care what Taika Cooper was thinking.

Eddie just wanted to get rid of this burden.

They would be looking for their missing  group member too, so they’d be grateful if he brought this member to them.

Though it was uncomfortable that he had to go through ‘that’ Taika Cooper, he couldn’t find any other way.


Extreme situations called for extreme measures.

Eddie knew very well what emotion he was feeling towards Taika. It was one-sided inferiority. Though Taika Cooper probably didn’t even know of his existence, Eddie had been grinding his teeth every time he saw that guy’s name since 7 years ago.

Eddie’s dream was to become a more successful hunter than Taika Cooper someday and stand in a position looking down on Taika Cooper.

He didn’t intend to have his first meeting with that guy like this.

But it didn’t matter as long as he could get rid of this guy hiding in his shadow.

The very fact that there was a stranger in his shadow was uncomfortable. And it wasn’t just once or twice that he almost fell because the guy suddenly grabbed and pulled his leg.

As if he was a leaky dam, there was no limit to the guy’s stomach. Even the guy’s food expenses were a burden to Eddie who hadn’t been able to properly belong to a mercenary group for months.

[It would have ended if you just went inside.]

Eddie grumbled like that, but he realized from his experience over the past few days that it was foolish to expect this guy to do anything.

If he could just persuade Taika Cooper, he could get rid of this damn shadow monster and live his own life.

The curiosity and goodwill he first felt towards Golden Day had long since dropped.

He was at the point of developing an allergy to the word ‘gold’ to the extent that he didn’t even want to wear gold accessories for a while.

The problem was whether this guy would cooperate. No, forget cooperation. He just needed to stay still.

[Listen well. We’re going to see Taika Cooper.]

“Taika Cooper?”

[Yeah, Taika Cooper. You know him too, right? You must, damn it. You can’t not know such a famous hunter.]

Though he was an ignorant guy who only knew the English word ‘boss’, he seemed to know Taika Cooper.

Somehow it was irritating.

Eddie calmly wrote down his message in the translator.

‘We’re going to see Taika Cooper. That guy knows where your boss is.’


Jae-ho nodded at the sentence that appeared in the translator. Eddie, who explained the situation, said to Kim Jae-ho:

[I’ll handle it, so don’t interfere.]

Eddie’s words were conveyed to Kim Jae-ho without problem through the translator. Kim Jae-ho glared at Eddie with a dissatisfied face.

“I think I’m stronger than you.”

Eddie held out the translator.

“You can’t even understand properly when you write here.”

While grumbling like that, Kim Jae-ho obediently moved his fingers to write what he wanted to say in the translator.

‘I’m more of a bird. You’re weak.’

And those words were translated like this:

I’m more of a bird. You’re a night owl.

Seeing those words, Eddie doubted his own eyes. Because it was completely irrelevant to the current situation.

[I’m more of a bird. You’re an owl? What on earth are you saying! Suddenly birds? And I’m an albatross? Not an owl!]

Eddie pounded his chest at Kim Jae-ho’s words which he still couldn’t understand. At that sight, Kim Jae-ho narrowed his eyes.

‘He’s acting so wronged. He still seems to think he’s the boss.’

Well, seeing how he’s been feeding him and working hard to make plans, it did seem similar to what a boss does.

‘Our boss always explained plans like this before going to take someone down.’

Though he couldn’t understand a word, his attitude of trying his best to explain the plan to Kim Jae-ho in his own way was quite admirable.

Since he fed him a lot, maybe he’ll treat him like a boss once.

Hmm, food.

“Give me that, give me the sandwich.”


[I gave you one earlier!]

“Not enough.”

[Damn it!]

While unwrapping the sandwich Eddie bought him, Kim Jae-ho nodded.

Though he was a weak guy, he wasn’t a completely bad guy since he gave food. His trying to make up for his weakness by making plans somehow really reminded him of our boss.

“Hmm, okay. Tell me.”

Looking at Kim Jae-ho’s face which had become peaceful with a full stomach, Eddie let out a deep sigh. Now it was finally time to explain the plan to this guy.

[Nothing else matters. You just stay still until the conversation is over.]

Kim Jae-ho, who received Eddie’s words through the translator, nodded and thought:

‘It’s a surprise attack plan.’

There’s no better method than staying still and then pouncing. Kang Yi-sin always told Kim Jae-ho that nothing was more important than the first strike. Since Taika Cooper is an extremely strong hunter, it’s important to watch for an opening and strike at once.

‘Even the strongest guy hurts the same when a dagger is stuck in his belly.’

Who said that? Kang Yi-sin.

Kang Yi-sin always told Kim Jae-ho. You are the sharpest sword shining in the darkness. So wait for the opportunity, and when that opportunity comes, don’t miss it and throw your sword. Then you’ll be able to subdue anyone.

Eddie wrote down his plan in the translator with desperate feelings.

[Okay, do you understand?]

In fact, Kim Jae-ho’s role was just one. To stay still in the shadow while Eddie handled everything.

And Kim Jae-ho understood those words like this:

“Okay, okay. You’re saying to hide quietly in the shadow while you draw attention.”

Kim Jae-ho who muttered like that nodded towards Eddie.

[You really understand what I said completely? You just need to hide in the shadow and not move an inch like you’ve been doing until now. Got it?]

Even while saying that, he wasn’t too worried. Because no matter how much he begged him to come out in front of people until now, he never did.

Still, the reason he had some worries was because of this man’s violent tendencies to take out daggers at the drop of a hat.

It would be fine if he only did that to him, but if he did that in front of Taika, a real disaster would happen.

[Please stay still.]

If you take out a dagger there, it’ll really be the end. It’ll really be a big problem.

Eddie didn’t know.

“Don’t worry. Leave it to me, I’m an expert at this kind of thing.”

That Kim Jae-ho didn’t understand a single bit of what he said.

* * *

At the news that Cha Song-jin had woken up, we immediately headed to the ICU. Before entering the room, Han Seo-hyeon who was following behind me hesitated unusually.

“Why?”

“Just, just…”

Han Seo-hyeon rolled his eyes.

“Is it really true that person came to save me?”

“Yes.”

Han Seo-hyeon’s face was still full of disbelief. Well, I didn’t know that timid Cha Song-jin would risk danger for us either.

But Cha Song-jin saved us. And as a result, the mana in his whole body went berserk.

“So thank him properly. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have been able to find you there.”

I already knew well that the relationship between Cha Song-jin and Han Seo-hyeon was awkward. Though it had improved somewhat since the ‘late night snack’ conversation, there was still awkwardness between them.

But this time we owed Cha Song-jin.

“Make sure to thank him when we go in, okay?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded with red cheeks.

“Do you think I’m an ungrateful scoundrel? Ah, let’s just go quickly!”

Han Seo-hyeon who burst out shouting brushed past me with stomping steps.

Huh, I barely swallowed my laughter watching Han Seo-hyeon’s back. He probably doesn’t realize his right foot and right arm are moving together right now.

To think this kid who always acted so mature would show such a flustered appearance. But if I tease him too much, he might resent me, so I should pretend not to notice moderately.

Han Seo-hyeon and I opened the door to the ICU.

Cha Song-jin, who had been lying with his eyes closed with all kinds of machines attached to his body just yesterday, was looking at us with both eyes open.

“Oh, you, you came.”

He’s stuttering too.

I pulled up a chair and sat down.

“Are you feeling a bit better?”

“What about you? Are you, are you okay?”

As soon as Cha Song-jin saw Han Seo-hyeon, he burst into tears. Cha Song-jin grabbed Han Seo-hyeon’s clothes and said sobbing:

“I’m sorry, I, I did wrong.”

Han Seo-hyeon was startled by that apology and said:

“What on earth did you do wrong…”

“Because I used my ability there, you were alone there for two days. So, so I was afraid something bad might happen to you…”

Seeing Cha Song-jin bursting into tears like that in front of him, Han Seo-hyeon rolled his eyes with a helpless expression.

“I’m fine, so you don’t need to cry like that. Your situation was much more serious.”

“Thank goodness, really, thank goodness…”

Cha Song-jin who was sniffling while saying that soon fell asleep again. We stayed by his side until Cha Song-jin fell into a deep sleep and then left the room.

As we were returning to my hospital room, I casually asked Han Seo-hyeon:

“Do you remember what I said before?”

“What?”

“That if you said no, no one would accept him as one of us. Do you still think the same?”

At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s cheeks turned red. Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes were trembling aimlessly.

“I think the final decision is up to Boss no matter who we bring in.”

I smiled watching Han Seo-hyeon who said that and hurriedly moved his steps.

—Are you thinking of bringing in Cha Song-jin?

‘Well, if he says he wants to stay. It might be okay if we set conditions like never bringing him to the field.’

Originally I had given up on the idea of recruiting him because he was wary of us and Han Seo-hyeon didn’t welcome Cha Song-jin, but… Now that the situation has become like this, my thoughts have changed a bit.

—That guy doesn’t seem to have said he likes it though.

‘If he really disliked it, he would have said no right away.’

So that was as good as okay.

Cha Song-jin has woken up too. Now we only have one problem left.

“Where on earth is that Kim Jae-ho?”

It was finding Kim Jae-ho who had disappeared without a trace.
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Eddie standing in front of the hospital swallowed hard. Taika Cooper was the most famous person in this country. Of course, people always swarmed around Taika Cooper.

But for the past few days, the area around Taika Cooper coming in and out of the hospital was clean. Because no one dared to go against Taika’s opinion that he wanted to spend his vacation comfortably.

Thanks to that, it was easy for Eddie to approach. What he didn’t expect was that Taika Cooper wasn’t alone.

[I brought a list of Gates to conquer next…]

[Aren’t I still on vacation?]

Eddie, hiding behind a bush, frowned looking at Oh Seung-woo standing next to Taika Cooper.

Damn it, why is that person here? A hand popped out from Eddie’s shadow. Eddie slapped that hand.

[Stay still. This is different from the plan. Damn it, I thought he was always alone, but why of all times…]

Eddie shook his head.

[Well, okay. It won’t work today. Let’s come back tomorrow. When that guy isn’t around, yeah, we’ll wait for when he’s alone.]

Just as Eddie who muttered like that was about to step back, the hand that popped out of the shadow grabbed Eddie’s collar and threw him out of the bush.

[Damn it.]

Eddie who was thrown into the middle of the walking path behind the hospital got up. His eyes met with the two people looking at him with surprised faces.

Eddie raised both hands.

[Hey.]

Oh Seung-woo, who examined Eddie’s face with furrowed brows, said in a surprised voice:

[Eddie? Why are you here…]

Eddie immediately cut off those words.

[Don’t misunderstand, I didn’t come here to talk with you.]

Since it’s come to this, I might as well finish what I was going to say quickly.


[You, Taika Cooper!]

Eddie called out to Taika directly.

[Can we talk for a bit?]

Taika pointed at himself and said:

[Me? You have business with me?]

[Yeah.]

Eddie looked at Oh Seung-woo and said with a frown:

[Not here. Can we talk just the two of us separately?]

At Eddie’s words, Taika tilted his head.

[Well, I don’t like that. If you have something to say to me, say it here.]

It was an unreasonable proposal even to himself, but to be rejected so bluntly. His face heated up. Maybe it’s because Oh Seung-woo is right next to Taika Cooper.

To think he has to say this in front of Oh Seung-woo of all people. Eddie who licked his lips opened his mouth.

The most important thing now is to finish the conversation quickly before Kim Jae-ho hiding in his shadow moves.

[You may not believe it, but I’m with a Golden Day mercenary group member right now.]

[Really? I don’t see anyone in my eyes.]

Yeah, I knew I’d be treated like a crazy person. Eddie pointed at his shadow with his hand.

[He’s here.]

[In that shadow?]

[Yes.]

Taika slowly approached. Taika who lowered his head and turned his gaze towards Eddie’s shadow tilted his head.


[Well, if my eyes aren’t wrong, I don’t see anything here.]

Just as Taika was saying that looking at Eddie, a dagger sprang out from between shadows. Eddie’s eyes widened hugely seeing that dagger.

For a moment, the whole world slowed down. The dagger flew so fast that Eddie didn’t even have time to use his ability.

Taika’s pupils blazed yellow as he discovered the dagger flying towards him. A black dot appeared in the air and tried to suck in the dagger, but the dagger’s speed was too fast and its force too strong. Eddie’s pupils blazed red. He absorbed as much energy imbued in the dagger as possible, but neither Eddie nor Taika could completely change the dagger’s trajectory.

One dagger finally grazed Taika’s cheek as it passed by.

Eddie who blankly watched that scene gritted his teeth. Taika’s cold eyes turned towards him.

[You just attacked me, right?]

Magic power seethed from Taika’s body. For a moment his hair stood on end. Tremendous magic power rushed into the black dot that had appeared in the air. If he stays like this, he’ll be sucked into that and turned to powder.

[No, I didn’t attack…]

This is all a misunderstanding! But there was no time to say it was a misunderstanding. One returning dagger grazed Taika’s side as it passed by.

[Ugh.]

The shirt Taika was wearing tore and red blood spread. If the dagger’s trajectory had dug just a little more inward, a hole would have been punctured in Taika’s side.

All color drained from Eddie’s face as he watched that scene up close.

[Damn it.]

It was a situation where anyone could see Eddie had perfectly launched an attack towards Taika.

Taika’s golden pupils turned towards Eddie. All expression disappeared from Taika’s face. Slowly Taika’s magic power moved and began to gather in the black dot floating in the air.

There’s only one answer.

Run away for your life.

Reluctantly, Eddie drew up magic power. His red-dyed pupils stared at the black dot. All the energy gathering towards the black dot suddenly evaporated. The black dot that had been sucking in its surroundings fell silent, and Taika blinked in surprise at that phenomenon.

The power hadn’t disappeared. It had all been absorbed by Eddie.


But even this ability of Eddie’s wasn’t invincible.

[Kuhuk.]

Indeed, it was tremendous magic power. Even though he had barely absorbed just a portion, it felt like his body would burst. Blood trickled from the corners of Eddie’s mouth.

Damn Taika Cooper. The name world’s strongest hunter wasn’t for nothing.

Just absorbing his power for a few seconds and it’s this much. Eddie sprayed the energy he had absorbed forward.

[Ugh!]

The well-paved walking path flipped over and its fragments flew towards Taika. Taika waved his hand and caught all the fragments flying through the air with magic power.

When the fragments settled and he looked ahead, Eddie was already gone.

Taika blinked looking at the empty walking path.

He had prepared to properly fight since they picked a fight, but to just run away immediately.

Why did they rush at him if they were going to run away like that?

[It turned out lame.]

Taika calmed his magic power and extinguished the black dots that had been ready to terribly suck in everything around.

Oh Seung-woo who had turned pale belatedly approached Taika.

[A-are you okay?]

[It just grazed me slightly.]

Taika said as if it was no big deal, but the amount of bleeding wasn’t small. Oh Seung-woo was startled and shouted at the blood flowing down Taika’s leg.

[Oh no! You’re, you’re bleeding!]

[Compared to injuries in Gates, this is really a light wound. By the way, that guy is funny. To suddenly rush in and attack.]

At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo said with a complicated expression:

[…It’s someone I know.]

[You know him, Mr. Oh?]

[I’m afraid this is because of me.]

[What?]

Oh Seung-woo looked at Taika with a complicated face. And at the same time, people rushed out from all around.

They were paparazzi who had been following Taika around while holding their breath. At the sight of them now taking photos without even trying to hide, Taika frowned.

Oh Seung-woo stepped forward.

[I’ll control the situation from now on. My words mean, put down those cameras now.]

[Normally we’d listen to Mr. Oh’s words, but this is big news. Even Mr. Oh can’t stop this, right?]

At the words of the paparazzi pressing their shutters in succession, Oh Seung-woo rubbed his face. Taika, who had been watching this whole scene, shrugged his shoulders and said:

[My left face is prettier, so take photos from the left.]

A ruffian’s attack, and Taika’s injury!

Tomorrow’s headline, no, the headline of the breaking news that would come out this evening, flashed through his mind.

This has become troublesome.

* * *

The news of Taika Cooper’s attack wasn’t surprising. He had been fluttering around too carelessly for being the world’s strongest. His movements being too predictable was a problem too. Anyone with ill will towards Taika wouldn’t have missed this opportunity.

There was no separate contact from Taika, but information poured in to the extent that there was no need for contact.

“Is it because of an inferiority complex? Wandering hunter’s attack targeting Taika Cooper.”

“Taika Cooper, minor injury. Treated by top medical team. Quick recovery.”

“Assailant’s identity revealed as Edward Sihelis. Several years of history confirmed.”

“Edward Sihelis: The man who became a wanderer, migratory bird, and monster.”

As expected of a superstar. All kinds of media were talking about Taika Cooper.

Taika went to receive treatment from his private team, not the hospital where we were admitted.

As his movements were clearly read and he was attacked, it seems he plans to protect himself without even a hair showing from now on.

In place of Taika who completely hid his appearance, Oh Seung-woo stepped to the forefront. As a witness to this incident and the agency protecting Taika Cooper, he actively used the media.

The reason the culprit was revealed at the same time as the news that Taika was attacked was because Oh Seung-woo already knew who the culprit was.

I couldn’t help but twitch my eyebrows the moment I saw the face of the person who attacked Taika Cooper.

‘It’s that unpleasant guy.’

It was the guy who came to see me and just spouted incomprehensible nonsense before leaving.

Name, Edward Sihelis. 24 years old this year. Commonly called migratory bird, self-proclaimed albatross. A B-grade mercenary who has gone through dozens of mercenary companies so far, with quite a unique ability.

Being able to use the opponent’s power…

‘It’s said he used his talent to escape at the scene too. Using Taika Cooper’s power.’

It was certainly an uncommon talent. Though the drawbacks were clear, it could exert infinite power depending on how it’s used.

—You seem very interested.

‘As I said, it’s not a common talent.’

To injure Taika Cooper and escape safely himself. This was a direct hit to world’s strongest hunter Taika Cooper’s pride.

Maybe that’s why. Oh Seung-woo went into full-fledged ‘Edward Sihelis’ smear campaign.

Oh Seung-woo’s interview was sensational.

“He attacked Taika Cooper out of resentment for not being able to contract with him…”

That was Edward’s crime motive according to Oh Seung-woo, and the media created and screened a script following Oh Seung-woo’s scenario.

—Do you really think that Edward guy committed this act because of resentment?

‘If he really touched Taika Cooper because of such an inferiority complex, it doesn’t explain why he ran away without properly fighting. Oh Seung-woo probably knows that too.’

—If he knows, why did he give such an excuse?

‘To protect Taika Cooper.’

—Isn’t that guy already safe? I heard he was just stabbed in the side a little.

‘I don’t mean physically. Taika Cooper is no different from a huge industry. Taika Cooper is the golden tower Oh Seung-woo built up. The most brilliant and valuable. This time, that golden tower cracked. And dozens of paparazzi photographed that scene.’

There’s no perfect way to block paparazzi in America. Hunters are no exception. Sensitive hunters beating up paparazzi chasing them appears in gossip magazines often enough.

At least Taika Cooper has a good personality, so he usually let them be as long as they didn’t appear directly.

So paparazzi always followed him around, and it was the same on the day he was attacked.

‘This time it seems they broke the rules and continued filming openly.’

—They just took photos when someone was hurt?

‘Because it makes money.’

Choose between negotiating with dozens of paparazzi to keep this completely secret, or deflect the arrow elsewhere.

Between the two, Oh Seung-woo just chose the latter.

‘Actually, negotiating with paparazzi is almost impossible.’

He might have been able to compromise with one or two, but since the number of people at the scene at the time exceeded thirty. It would have been impossible to negotiate with them in a short time.

It would have been more reasonable to lure them in by saying he would provide information he knew.

‘The story of an awakener who attacked a hunter to take revenge on an agency that rejected him in the past and chose another awakener.’

It’s certainly material that the media would go crazy for.

Maybe that’s why Edward depicted in the media had become a very wicked person. A criminal who had been preparing and planning this attack for weeks, and deliberately induced Taika Cooper to let his guard down before pouncing on him.

But I know the truth of this incident.

Edward Sihelis is innocent.

“Jae-ho.”

The moment I saw the dagger springing out from the shadow captured in the photo, I clutched my head.

What on earth did you do!
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Eddie was crouched behind a trash can in a secluded alley.
[Damn it, come out. Come out and see what you’ve done.]
Eddie muttered like that towards his shadow, but the man in the shadow just poked his face out and pouted.
Whether he knew the crime he had committed or not, Kim Jae-ho hid in the shadow every time Eddie got angry.
[I don’t care anymore. My life is ruined anyway. I’m giving up on trying to find Golden Day to return you. Go out or stay in, I don’t care. No, how about coming to prison with me?]
Eddie, who had been ranting like that for a while, got tired of the shadow that didn’t answer and closed his mouth.
He knew he couldn’t stay next to this trash can forever, but he didn’t know where to go.
At that moment, black sand spread in front of Eddie.
[Kut!]
The moment he saw the sand, Eddie jumped up from his seat.
At the same time, the man hiding in the shadow sprang out.
Startled, Eddie fell over ungracefully.
[Crazy, what, what’s going on.]
He thought it was an enemy, but it wasn’t. What arrived riding the sand was the Golden Day members Eddie had so wanted to meet.
“Jae-ho hyung!”
“Boss!”
It was ridiculous seeing people hugging each other.
[You come looking for me only after the situation has become like this? How very grateful!]
Eddie snorted watching them. People who hadn’t shown even the tip of their noses until now, coming in a group as soon as something happened.
If they had come looking for him just a little earlier, all of this might not have happened.
[Couldn’t you have looked for me just a little, little earlier?]
At Eddie’s words, Golden Day’s leader stepped forward with an awkward expression.
[Well, our guy was hiding so well in your shadow. We really couldn’t find where he was.]
[Oh, finally. Someone who can speak has appeared.]
At Eddie’s words, Golden Day’s leader rolled his eyes and said:
[Our guy can speak too. Korean, the language of the coolest country in the world.]
[Aha, that was truly information I wanted to know.]
At Eddie’s words, I immediately apologized.
[…I’m sorry.]
[My life is ruined because of your subordinate.]
Eddie who sat down muttered with a gloomy face.
* * *
[At least according to what I last confirmed.]
I couldn’t say anything to Edward’s words.
I turned my head following Edward’s gaze. A shattered cell phone came into view. Whether he broke it out of concern for location tracking, or smashed it because he was so angry. That broken cell phone perfectly represented Edward’s state of mind.
I just moved my lips looking at the man in front of me.
Finding Jae-ho was a very good thing, but thinking about cleaning up this mess made my head throb.
How on earth do I handle this?
Plans going awry always happened, but it seemed like the first time it had become such a mess.
—The situation is certainly bad.
Of all people, the person Jae-ho touched was Taika Cooper, the most expensive man in the world, and dozens of paparazzi were hiding around him to film this whole scene, and Oh Seung-woo, a witness who knew the suspect’s background better than anyone, was right beside him.
Moreover, Oh Seung-woo was also a genius at media play.
All these conditions combined to end Edward Sihelis’ life.
Now, even if we say it was all a misunderstanding and the real culprit is someone else, no one would believe it. Even if some people believe that fact, his honor that has already been covered in filth won’t be restored.
Maybe that’s why.
The face that was quite presentable when I last saw it had now become half of what it was.
—Your agency in charge is like that too, somehow everyone who gets involved with you guys ends up in that state.
‘Nngh.’
Edward opened his mouth with a gloomy face.
[Do you know what’s happened to my life now because of your mercenary?]
I know. I saw the articles too.
Edward Sihelis muttered with a gloomy face, huddled in a corner.
[A pathetic mercenary hunter who went crazy feeling inferior to the world’s strongest hunter.]
Hmm, certainly that’s Edward Sihelis’ image to the public now.
Oh Seung-woo chose to tear down Edward to defend Taika. It was enough to just leak his and Eddie’s past to the sensational media. Embellishing past facts and talking nonsense was their specialty.
In just half a day, Edward Sihelis’ past was all exposed to the public, and the public immediately fell for this sensational article.
Normally it would have been an article I wouldn’t even pay attention to, but the problem is, all of this started from one dagger Kim Jae-ho threw from inside the shadow.
[I’m sorry…]
Before my apology could finish, Edward shouted:
[Is that all you can say, you’re sorry? My life is ruined, completely!]
Edward yelled at me.
[Your subordinate threw a dagger at Taika Cooper. It wasn’t me. But everyone in the world thinks I tried to assassinate Taika Cooper. Ha, no matter how crazy with inferiority complex, rather than that I’d hang myself and die, why would I attack Taika? And they say I quickly lowered my tail and ran away! I, I didn’t flee because I was afraid of Taika! I ran away because I was afraid that guy would cause more trouble!]
At that outcry, Han Seo-hyeon frowned.
“What’s he saying?”
“Rightfully angry as a victim?”
Edward who shouted at me like that leaned back against the wall with a deflated face.
“Aha.”
[Enough, my life is all over…]
I sighed at the words of the man who sat down in despair.
Kim Jae-ho, the culprit who committed all of this, asked us with a bright face:
“When are we going back?”
At that question, Han Seo-hyeon slapped his forehead.
“We can’t go now.”
“Why?”
“Because of that guy.”
“Why?”
“Because you screwed him over?”
“No, I didn’t feed him anything.”
At those words, Han Seo-hyeon looked at Kim Jae-ho with an exasperated expression and suddenly asked:
“Didn’t Jae-ho hyung put a hole in Taika Cooper’s side?”
Kim Jae-ho answered Han Seo-hyeon’s question:
“That guy asked me to do it.”
“Really?”
At my words, Kim Jae-ho repeatedly shouted as if wronged:
“I’m telling you, that guy asked to attack first. He said to take care of Taika Cooper!”
“…I see, that’s how Jae-ho understood it.”
I affirmed Kim Jae-ho’s words for now.
—You’re not scolding him?
‘Still, if there’s one thing our Jae-ho did well, it’s that he remembered my teaching very well to strike first to create an opening somehow when there’s a big gap. The surprise itself was perfect timing. It’s not easy to injure a hunter called the world’s strongest, you know.’
—Is this the time to say such things!
Originally, the more serious the situation, the more you need to find at least one good point. There’s nothing more important than a positive mindset.
—This isn’t a positive mindset, it’s avoiding the problem!
“It’s that guy who ran away before properly finishing. So if there’s someone who ruined the job, it’s not me but that guy!”
“I see, Jae-ho still thinks capturing Taika Cooper was the purpose of this job…”
Kim Jae-ho, sensing something strange in my tone that was gradually losing soul content, narrowed his eyes and looked at me.
“What’s wrong, did you not eat today? Why are you so deflated?”
Those words completely drained my energy. Because Kim Jae-ho still didn’t even know what he had done wrong.
What should I do now! I’ve finished positively receiving his words and talking from the other person’s perspective!
—Of course now you should tell Kim Jae-ho what he did wrong and scold him!
‘No, what did he do wrong! If we had just communicated well from the beginning, this wouldn’t have happened. This is a communication problem, uh, it can’t be called Kim Jae-ho’s fault!’
—What communication problem! The problem is that mentality of trying to solve problems with violence even when words don’t work!
‘We should have taught him English earlier.’
—To a guy who can’t even do dictation properly?
‘That’s why, we should have done it in advance.’
Education is important after all. It’s not over just by carelessly buying Kim Jae-ho from the slave market.
‘If Jae-ho had just elementary school level common sense, things wouldn’t have turned out like this.’
—I’m not sure what elementary school level is, but are you saying his condition is that serious?
‘Yes.’
Didn’t you feel it during that dictation incident last time? It’s not time to teach how to handle talents, we need to build up basic knowledge first.
‘We need to prepare in advance so this doesn’t happen again in the future.’
The problem is that I haven’t really taught anyone before. Well, I’ll have to somehow manage by getting educational materials from the internet or something. There’s Han Seo-hyeon, me, and Cha Song-jin too. If the three of us put our heads together somehow, we should be able to teach Kim Jae-ho, right?
Anyway, that’s enough regret.
Now it’s time to solve this problem.
Until now, the worst accidents Kim Jae-ho caused were things like eating up all the snacks we had stashed away in one day, or breaking equipment because he couldn’t control his strength well.
Smashing the world’s strongest hunter’s face and coming back was too big an issue for me to handle.
There’s no solution for a case like this in any parenting book!
‘But doesn’t Taika Cooper like us a bit? He said he wants to go conquer Gates together and even paid our hospital bills.’
—So?
‘Well, if we explain well, maybe he’ll forgive us…’
—You stabbed the back of someone who paid 3 billion won in hospital bills for you?
‘It’s not like we did it on purpose.’
—It wasn’t on purpose? Are you saying Kim Jae-ho’s dagger accidentally got stuck there?
Damn it, I have nothing to say.
I said to Kim Jae-ho who still didn’t understand the situation:
“That wasn’t it.”
“Huh?”
“It wasn’t about attacking Taika Cooper.”
At my words, confusion appeared on Kim Jae-ho’s face.
“But that guy said Taika Cooper…”
Jae-ho who was saying that looked at me with a face that suddenly realized.
“It wasn’t?”
“No.”
“Then what do I do? I hit that guy a bit.”
—Hit a bit? Blood was pouring from his side!
I patted Kim Jae-ho’s shoulder while deliberately ignoring Ray’s words.
“It’s okay, I’ll somehow resolve it. And well, it’s not like you beat him to death…”
—No matter how much you don’t want to scold the kid, how can you say that.
If we were to blame someone for this incident, the biggest fault lies with me. Well, I think so.
Even if that’s not the case, I’m the leader of this organization, so it’s up to me to clean this up.
Actually, the real problem isn’t Kim Jae-ho. Kim Jae-ho wasn’t even accused as a suspect in this incident, and he didn’t receive any wanted notices. We can just run away if we want to.
But that guy, Edward Sihelis’ situation was different.
I swallowed hard looking at Edward sitting on the ground with a gloomy face.
Now it’s time to solve that problem.
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Edward muttered with a gloomy face.
[That guy chose him again.]
It’s obvious who ‘that guy’ is. With the media going on about it so much, I can’t pretend not to know. Oh Seung-woo casually exposed Edward’s private matters, and even to a third party like me, it seemed like a truly nasty thing to do.
[Ha, he was always that kind of person. I knew that too. No, but even so, there was no need to turn me into such trash like this.]
Seeing him muttering like a madman, I couldn’t bring myself to speak. No matter what I say, I probably can’t mend his broken heart.
[No matter how insignificant he thought I was, still…]
How on earth am I supposed to clean up this situation! Mr. Oh Seung-woo, what on earth did you do!
It doesn’t seem like any words will get through.
While I was pondering what words to say, Edward suddenly jumped up from his seat and grabbed my collar. I raised one hand to stop Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho who rushed forward.
[It’s all your fault my life ended up like this! So take responsibility.]
[Even if you say take responsibility…]
I can contact Taika Cooper and tell him this was all a misunderstanding, but resolving anything beyond that is beyond my abilities. I pulled down Edward’s hand grabbing my collar.
[There’s one thing I can resolve. Talking to Taika Cooper and clearing up the misunderstanding.]
[Just clearing up the misunderstanding isn’t enough. Everyone in the world already…]
[A pathetic mercenary hunter who went crazy feeling inferior to the world’s strongest hunter. Yeah, that’s how they’ll see you.]
Those were Edward’s own words from earlier. No matter what we do, we can’t completely erase the image that’s been imprinted on the public.
I sighed.
To be honest, I don’t know how to clean this up either. I don’t even know what Edward wants right now. Unfortunately, I’m the only one who can somehow clean this up. I said to Edward:
[So how long are you planning to whine like that?]
[What?]
[How long are you going to sit on this street?]
At my words, Edward’s face crumpled with anger.
[You…]
[Yeah, your life fell into the mud because of our mistake. So what do you want us to do?]
[Of course, everything back to how it was…]
[You know it’s impossible to turn back time, right?]
At my words, Edward bit his lip. He must know this very well himself.
I looked at Edward and said:
[First, let’s get out of here.]
[What?]
[The smell from that trash can is really awful.]
The situation was like this so I couldn’t say it, but my nose has felt like it was going to fall off.
At my words, Edward flared up.
[You think I’m here because I want to be? There are eyes everywhere! If I go outside now, I’ll be reported right away!]
I shrugged my shoulders and gestured to call Kim Jae-ho.
“Why?”
“Lend me your mask for a bit.”
Kim Jae-ho, who is only quick-witted at times like this, stepped back slightly.
“…It’s mine.”
“I’ll just use it for a moment. You can hide in the shadows, but we have no choice.”
“I don’t want to…”
“That friend became wanted nationwide because of you. At least give up this much.”
I directly took off Kim Jae-ho’s mask as he grumbled. While I was taking off the mask, a scream came from behind.
[Aaaaargh!]
What? I frowned and turned my head back. Edward was pointing at me with his mouth wide open.
[Ah, no matter how angry you are, how can you tear off someone’s face skin! I didn’t want such a severe punishment!]
[Huh.]
I was dumbfounded.
I walked towards Edward holding the mask in my hand.
[No, this is…]
[Kyaaak! Put that away!]
Edward shouted at me with his eyes tightly shut. Seeing him even trembling, I couldn’t help but laugh. What on earth was he thinking?
[Look carefully. What is this?]
[What?]
I tapped the mask. Edward’s eyes widened seeing the blackened mask.
Soon Edward, whose face had turned red, said:
[Why, why do you have such a thing…]
[Just wear this for now.]
I handed the mask to Edward. Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth fell open.
“What? Are you thinking of taking that guy with us?”
“Yeah, we can’t just leave him here.”
“I think we could leave him…”
“His life was ruined because of Jae-ho, how can we leave him…”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon hurriedly said:
“It’s a joke, a joke. Of course I thought we should take him with us.”
No, he probably thought we should abandon him.
“How can we abandon a person?”
He would have abandoned him very well.
“Of course, it’s our responsibility since it’s Jae-ho hyung’s fault.”
No, he probably thought it was none of his business.
“Because of me?”
Kim Jae-ho looked at me with a shocked face.
Oh no, what did you say in front of the kid. I shook my head.
“Well, um, it was just a small misunderstanding.”
I tapped Edward’s mask. I gestured to Edward with Kim Jae-ho’s face on.
[Now then, let’s move.]
[Wh-where to?]
[The hospital.]
Cha Song-jin is still recovering in the hospital.
* * *
Edward, who entered the hospital room through the window, made a dumbfounded expression.
[Why?]
[No, I just felt absurd thinking about all the trouble I went through trying to get in here.]
[Just rest for now. No one here will threaten you.]
Edward nodded at my words and lay down on the corner sofa. He must have been very tired, as he fell asleep as soon as he rested his head on the sofa. I clicked my tongue watching tears flow between the gaps of the mask.
—You brought that guy along for now… but how do you plan to clean this up?
‘First priority would be clearing up Taika’s misunderstanding.’
The reason Edward is wanted now is because of the crime of targeting none other than Taika Cooper. We need to tell him that was a misunderstanding.
I sent a prepaid phone to Taika with Han Seo-hyeon’s help. It was to somehow clean up this situation.
Taika’s whereabouts were confidential information not disclosed to the public, but Han Seo-hyeon quickly found Taika.
“I would have found him right away if Jae-ho hyung hadn’t hidden away in the shadows.”
—Seeing him grumble like that, it seems he was still bothered by losing track of Kim Jae-ho’s whereabouts.
Anyway, when I heard Taika had received the phone, I immediately called him.
[Who is this?]
[It’s me.]
[I thought you were the only one who would give me a phone like this, but it really is you!]
[How’s your body?]
[Wow, are you worried about me?]
[Yes.]
My heart is pounding since we’re the perpetrators. Taika answered my question in a bright voice:
[I recovered without a single scar. I shouldn’t have been hospitalized like this in the first place.]
Fortunately, Taika’s condition seemed fine. Certainly, for an awakener of Taika’s level, recovery is faster compared to ordinary people.
[Don’t believe what they say in the news. I’m healthy enough to leave right away. It’s just Mr. Oh torturing me.]
[Torturing you?]
[Yes, walls blocking everywhere. Just yesterday we moved lodgings twice. He says that friend might come for revenge.]
It was certainly a response that could be called an overreaction. At my silence, Taika continued in a light voice:
[Mr. Oh is always like this. If it seems like anything even slightly harmful might happen to me, he goes crazy.]
[It seems this isn’t the first time.]
[Haha, there were a few times problems occurred when I was young. Uh, have you ever heard of an organization called IMS?]
—IMS?
‘International Mercenary Society. It’s a place that recruits mercenaries internationally. Though they say mercenary recruitment, they mainly deal in human trafficking of awakeners.’
I know those guys are crazy about talented awakeners, but did they even target Taika whose potential was revealed to be SS-grade?
[Are you saying those guys targeted you?]
[Yes, that’s right. I was almost kidnapped by IMS when I was sixteen. There were various other incidents too.]
Taika continued speaking:
[Anyway, since that incident, it’s been extreme overprotection. I thought I had finally escaped that overprotection after becoming an adult, but it’s gone back to square one.]
Oh Seung-woo’s overprotection. Taika awakened his talent at fifteen and immediately contracted with Oh Seung-woo. Since then, he rose to the ranks of the world’s strongest hunters while receiving his care.
Now I understand the strangely excessive goodwill Taika showed me.
—Are you going to bring up that greenhouse flower theory again?
‘Yes, wasn’t it perfectly proven?’
We were the only ones who could approach by avoiding Oh Seung-woo’s iron-clad barricade.
All the people Taika has met until now would have been under Oh Seung-woo’s surveillance. I understand Oh Seung-woo’s overprotection, since even IMS approached and tried to kidnap Taika.
‘Taika Cooper is Oh Seung-woo’s most valuable contractor. He must have wanted to completely block anything that might harm that precious treasure.’
And according to Taika’s words, the quality of hunters around him didn’t seem very good either.
‘Come to think of it, there was a story in the news a few days ago about several guests dying of drug overdoses at a party held by hunters. There was even an expression that such incidents weren’t a one-time thing.’
Generally, the more magic power flowing through an awakener’s body, the higher their resistance to toxic substances and detoxification ability. Actually, mana itself is strictly speaking toxic to the human body.
The reason awakeners’ bodies can accept mana is because they neutralize the toxicity as soon as mana enters, not because they’ve adapted to mana.
That’s why awakeners with weak magic power experience mana poisoning.
Similarly, awakeners can easily detoxify other toxic substances on Earth. This is the reason why poisoning doesn’t work on awakeners.
The same goes for drugs. The problem is that ordinary people who come to play at hunters’ parties, or are invited, don’t have such abilities.
Synthetic drugs made for awakeners have incredibly high toxicity. There are even examples of mixing mana stones to make them for those who immediately detoxify most substances, and in such cases they can cause shock symptoms just by being nearby without direct contact.
—Is that what you’re trying to import from China?
‘No. The ones mixed with mana stones are really strong even among drugs.’
In the first place, we can’t release something that only awakeners can properly handle into the market.
But it was released here. A lot, very frequently. At places called social parties of famous hunters.
Didn’t Taika say? Even if problems occur, powerful hunters aren’t easily punished.
‘I don’t think Taika said those words for nothing.’
If I were Oh Seung-woo, I wouldn’t have let Taika associate closely with such hunters either.
Especially since Taika started activities at the young age of sixteen, the year after awakening.
But Taika was no longer a child, and his world needed to expand a little more.
—It bothers me that you guys were the first ones that guy took an interest in.
‘…I think I’m a slightly better friend than those guys having drug parties.’
Anyway, what’s important now isn’t Taika’s unfortunate adolescence.
I slowly opened my mouth.
[…The good news is you don’t have to worry about Edward Sihelis pouncing on you anymore.]
[Well, I don’t think I would have been defeated even if he came again…]
His confidence was amazing. Well, if Taika had seriously faced Edward in the first place, Edward would have been crushed by gravity the moment he entered Taika’s sight.
[But how do you know that?]
At Taika’s words, I swallowed hard.
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I explained the whole long story to Taika.
Kim Jae-ho meeting Edward, and the communication with Edward failing. Everything honestly.
[I’m sorry. It’s all my fault for not properly managing my organization member.]
[Haha, what does Shen have to be sorry about? Things just got messily tangled.]
Is this the dignity of the world’s strongest? Honestly, it wouldn’t be strange if he got angry at me in this situation. To forgive me so coolly even after getting stabbed because of me!
[You say it wasn’t intentional. I understand. I was just thinking it was strange too. His face looked like he was about to cry, I couldn’t believe he was the one who attacked me first…]
At those words, I tightly closed my eyes. Now it’s time to talk about the main point.
[Actually we’re fine, but there’s one more innocent victim in this incident. About that friend, would it be difficult to show leniency somehow?]
Edward Sihelis. When I brought up that guy’s name, Taika added as if apologetic to me:
[Still, it will be difficult to persuade Mr. Oh. He’s already spoken to the media like that, and the photos of that friend pouncing on me are so clear. You know. One photo is more powerful than a hundred words.]
Though the misunderstanding was cleared up, Taika says there’s nothing he can do.
[Mr. Oh chooses Mr. Oh’s strategy. I leave all media play to him so there’s nothing I can do. Besides, now that the situation has become like this, it’s awkward to say anything.]
There’s only one way to resolve all of this. Persuading Oh Seung-woo.
‘I can’t do that.’
I cleanly gave up.
Though he looks gentle on the outside, as can be seen from how he rose to the top position in this difficult industry, Oh Seung-woo was absolutely not a gentle person.
‘You can tell just from how he threw Edward to the media right away.’
He’s someone who can so mercilessly trample the life of a person he had a relationship with in the past.
No matter what words are used to persuade him, Oh Seung-woo won’t change his strategy.
I glanced at Edward sleeping pitifully curled up on the sofa.
“Haah…”
I hoped, but the answer was as expected.
Han Seo-hyeon asked me after I hung up the phone:
“So what are you thinking of doing with that person?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s question, I shrugged my shoulders.
“Well, the only thing that’s clear is we can’t leave him like that.”
Though we disguised him as Kim Jae-ho by putting on a mask, we can’t keep going like this. We can’t keep hiding Kim Jae-ho in the shadows forever either. Well, he seems very comfortable though.
Plus our schedule is a problem too.
‘We’ve already dragged out time too much.’
Originally according to my plan, we were supposed to wrap up the Gate incident within two weeks at the latest and leave for Las Vegas.
Do one job overseas under the name ‘Weltschmerz’ to lure Xie Haozhu in Korea, then go back to Korea and deal with the backlog of work.
This beautiful plan all went awry because of one unexpected Gate.
We found out there were problems with our organization in many ways, so even trying to think positively, it was a problem that we seemed to be taking on some burden.
Kim Jae-ho slightly revealed himself from between shadows. Kim Jae-ho was completely deflated. Because he realized he had done wrong from the conversation passing between us.
“I did wrong.”
“What.”
“I don’t know, but still…”
“Jae-ho.”
I called Kim Jae-ho and met his eyes.
“The only thing you did wrong this time is that you acted even though you didn’t know, even though you weren’t certain.”
“But that guy clearly…”
“Was it certain?”
At my question, Kim Jae-ho rolled his eyes. He won’t be able to answer that it was certain. Now that he knows what he did wrong.
“It wasn’t certain.”
I nodded watching Kim Jae-ho answer like that.
“It’s enough that you know that. You learned that one thing this time. Just keep learning like this. I’ll teach you everything you didn’t know this time. So you never make this mistake again. That’s all.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes.”
Kim Jae-ho nodded.
“Then when will my mask…”
“Let’s lend it to that friend a bit longer.”
“He’s not my friend.”
“…It’s because he can’t even walk around outside with his own face because of Jae-ho.”
At my explanation, Kim Jae-ho nodded with a dissatisfied face. As if he would endure it just this once.
Han Seo-hyeon, who had been watching our conversation, said:
“So what are you thinking of doing with that guy?”
“First we need to hear his thoughts.”
I woke up Edward.
[Wake up.]
He seemed to be sleeping deeply so I felt bad waking him, but I had to hear his thoughts clearly to make plans on my side, so it couldn’t be helped.
[Nngh.]
Edward’s eyes, which had just gotten up from his seat, were bloodshot in that short time.
[I was sleeping, why are you waking me up already.]
[I succeeded in clearing up the misunderstanding with Taika but…]
At my words, Edward sat up straight. Edward rubbed his eyes and asked me:
[Are they going to publish a correction article?]
At that polite tone, I swallowed hard and continued speaking:
[That’s going to be difficult. Originally, since incorrect information has already spread everywhere, it’s difficult to correct. How about we get you a new identity, and you find a new life somewhere else?]
[Somewhere else? Where are you telling me to go?]
[Anywhere as long as it’s not America…]
[Ha, you’re saying I should abandon my life’s foundation because of you? In the end aren’t you just telling me to become a fugitive?]
Edward who said that rubbed his face with both hands.
[I thought I would become a more successful mercenary than Taika Cooper, and make him regret throwing me away.]
—Even if this incident hadn’t happened, it seems impossible for him to become a more successful hunter than that guy.
‘Ssup, is this the time to say such things?’
By the way, if what Edward wants is to become a cooler hunter than Taika Cooper…
That seems difficult no matter what.
—You’re thinking the same thing as me!
‘Of course! The comparison target is that Taika Cooper!’
Is that a reasonable goal! Even if it wasn’t us, that was impossible from the beginning! But as the one who committed the crime, I can’t say such things.
[Umm.]
Still, how can I say this well… Seeing me just groaning, Edward laughed and said:
[I know, you think achieving that dream is impossible too, right? Yeah, everyone will think that. But that was still my dream. At least I could try for that dream. Until you guys ruined my life.]
I couldn’t say anything to those words.
Edward was right. Even if it was a dream with very slim chances of achievement, dreaming that dream was Edward’s choice. And we trampled that dream.
[Haah…]
[Are you just going to keep sighing like that? Do you know who really wants to sigh?]
Edward’s tone had returned to being flippant again. Perhaps because he realized there was nothing to gain by being polite.
I looked at Edward and thought.
Yeah, let’s just say it.
There’s no use pondering a hundred times. I can’t decide how that person will live. So let’s just tell him our schedule for now.
[I don’t know what you’ll do, but we plan to leave here.]
[Wait, are you saying you’ll leave me here alone? After ruining my life like this?]
I calmed down Edward who was trembling with excitement and said:
[So let me ask one thing.]
There was only one question I needed to hear the answer to from the beginning.
[Will you follow us? Or will you stay here?]
Before Edward could open his mouth, I quickly added:
[If you stay here, I’ll find the best way to help you. Whether that’s financial support or whatever. First, let’s hand over the mask you’re wearing now. As long as you have that, you won’t be arrested as ‘Edward Sihelis’. I failed to persuade Oh Seung-woo right away, but I’ll find a way to clear the stigma attached to you.]
[If I follow you?]
Edward quickly continued speaking:
[If I go with you, what’s different? Can I become an amazing mercenary like Taika Cooper?]
Without giving me time to answer, Edward shouted with an excited face:
[Yeah, knowing Taika Cooper like that! Conquering an S-grade Gate like that. Tell me honestly. Are you some special Eastern mercenary group hiding your identity?]
[Ah, that. The correct answer is more like a villain group hiding our identity.]
[Whaaaat?]
At those words, Edward stiffened.
[A, a villain group?]
I snickered at Edward’s reaction.
[Sorry, the answer is completely different from what you expected.]
At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon cut into our conversation:
“Wait, I think I just heard something about villains. Don’t tell me you spilled our identity to that guy?”
Tsk! As expected, he catches the word villain. I said to Han Seo-hyeon:
“I told you. He’s a victim.”
“That doesn’t mean you had to reveal our identity.”
“We had to. I’ll tell you when the conversation is over.”
I put Han Seo-hyeon back and said to Edward:
[Yes, we’re a criminal group. So if you’re going to follow us, keep this in mind. Don’t think about interfering with whatever we do. If it’s because of some hero complex to try to do something to us, give it up cleanly. Our friend made a mistake so we’re looking after you, but if you become our enemy, we’ll deal with you mercilessly.]
I said while glaring at Edward’s eyes. And the response to my words was…
[…That’s cool.]
[What?]
At that silly answer, I unconsciously frowned. What did he just say?
[I said it’s cool! Yeah! Just because I failed to become famous as a hunter doesn’t mean I have to give up everything! There was still the opposite path left. Yeah, infamy is fame too.]
[Ah, no. Wait! I said you could follow us, not that we’d accept you into our organization, you know?]
[Why!]
[Th-that’s!]
I quickly thought up an excuse.
[Our organization looks at personality.]
[What?]
—…A criminal organization saying they look at personality?
‘Yes! We look at personality! Look at Cha Song-jin! How much he struggled in the beginning with that delicate nature. So we need to see if they have a personality suitable for being a villain.’
—Ah, that side.
Yeah, now that I say it, it’s a good method for selecting organization members. It would be good to thoroughly test since there might be people who take a long time to adapt like Cha Song-jin, or who can’t adapt.
Should we make a test too? Give questions and have them answer.
—How?
‘Have you ever killed someone? Do you think it’s okay to kill someone who deserves to die? Well, asking things like that should work, right?’
—Unless you want to bring in psychopathic murderers, it’s better not to ask those questions.
Hmm, I see. Well, this was going too far. Anyway, we do need to look at personality.
Edward, who had frozen at my personality comment, shouted as if wronged:
[What villain organization cares about personality!]
[We do!]
[I’ll match it!]
[It’s not something you can just match! Innate personality is more important than anything!]
[What’s wrong with me!]
Edward who had shouted like that said while breathing heavily:
[Fine! Okay. I’ll follow you. But don’t misunderstand. I’m following to join your organization! I’ll absolutely join your organization!]
‘Somehow it feels like I ignited things in a bad direction.’
I sighed and said:
[I don’t know what you’re imagining, but we’re not some cool villain organization like that…]
[If I can’t succeed as a hunter, yeah, I’ll succeed as the world’s greatest villain. Anything, as long as I become an amazing person, right?]
[You’re not listening at all!]
My whole body felt like it was about to break out in goosebumps.
[You’re just a temporary…]
I shouldn’t say temporary organization member either. That’s Cha Song-jin’s role. I don’t like that removing ‘temporary’ makes him an organization member either.
After pondering, I decided Edward’s role.
[For now, you’ll join as our team’s temporary native English teacher.]
[What’s that, it’s not cool at all!]
[That’s why I’m saying you’re not becoming our organization member!]
I pressed my throbbing head.
After passing the Deceiver’s trial, Jae-ho disappeared. When we found Jae-ho, we ended up taking on some hopeless guy.
It was truly trial after trial after trial.
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Until they discovered the illegal Gate, Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san thought they had finally gained some results.
Even until they entered inside, arrested the disgusting people called managers, and rescued the victims, the two were filled with hope that they could find the mastermind behind this incident.
But before they could even properly begin interrogation, the managers took their own lives using poison needles hidden in the rings they were wearing.
"Th-this!"
When the two approached the managers foaming at the mouth in surprise, their breaths had already stopped.
"What kind of threats did they receive to take their lives so unhesitatingly?"
"...That's what I'd like to know."
Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san fell into a state of panic at their sudden deaths.
But they couldn't drag out time for long with victims in need of immediate rescue.
"What should we do with those people?"
Behind them, about twenty people who had been exploited in this illegal Gate were looking at them with desperate eyes.
At Do Chae-hee's question, Jeong Ho-san cautiously opened his mouth.
"Contacting the Awakener Crime Department..."
"Would be like directly informing our enemies of our activities. I told you. We can't trust the ACD yet."
"Right, you did."
After going through the trouble of secretly making time to raid this place, reporting to the ACD would make it all for nothing. But they couldn't ignore the victims in need of help either.
At that moment, one person came to Jeong Ho-san's mind.
"Could you wait a moment?"
After pondering, Jeong Ho-san contacted Kim Myeong-cheol.
When Jeong Ho-san said he needed help after contacting him after a long time, Kim Myeong-cheol willingly lent a hand. No, more than just lending a hand. He flew over as if he had teleported right away.
At Kim Myeong-cheol's appearance, Jeong Ho-san said with an embarrassed expression:
"You didn't need to come in person..."
"No, I had to come in person. For something like this."
Kim Myeong-cheol said as if pitying while looking at Jeong Ho-san's face:
"Your face looks pretty bad."
"It's nothing."
"Nothing! It's become half of what it was."
At Kim Myeong-cheol's worried words, Jeong Ho-san scratched the back of his head with an awkward expression. For reference, Jeong Ho-san's weight hadn't decreased at all.
After examining Jeong Ho-san's face for a while, Kim Myeong-cheol's gaze turned to a woman hiding behind Jeong Ho-san.
"The police officer there who took away my precious guild member, that..."
At that call, Do Chae-hee, who had stiffened up as soon as she saw Kim Myeong-cheol, trembled her shoulders.
"Ah! I-I'm sorry!"
"What are you sorry for? I know it's all because of this guy's stubbornness."
Kim Myeong-cheol's eyes moistened as he said that.
"Yes, he's so bull-headed..."
Do Chae-hee couldn't say anything at that wistful expression. All the victims were safely rescued under Kim Myeong-cheol's guidance.
Though their future was obvious since most people were suffering from mana poisoning, it was still a much better end than meeting their final moments in the Gate.
Officially, it was decided that this incident was resolved by Kim Myeong-cheol who received a report from a citizen who 'coincidentally' saw an illegal Gate while passing by.
It was to protect the two of them.
"Illegal Gate cases are dangerous. It's too risky for an individual's name to be involved. If you want to achieve what you want, you need to stay alive for a long time, right?"
Kim Myeong-cheol persuaded Jeong Ho-san with those words.
"Won't it cause trouble for you, hyung?"
At Jeong Ho-san's words, Kim Myeong-cheol burst out laughing and said:
"Cause trouble? I'm Kim Myeong-cheol! And this is the Crimson Hound Guild. If someone touches us, they won't get away unscathed either. Why? Because I'm a rabid mad dog on fire who never lets go once I bite onto something!"
Do Chae-hee flinched at those words. She too was once called by the nickname mad dog.
Kim Myeong-cheol patted Jeong Ho-san's shoulder and said:
"If you need my help again in the future, contact me anytime."
At those words, Jeong Ho-san quietly bowed his head.
"Thank you, truly."
"I'm not saying this just for you. I want to see the bastards who commit such horrible acts caught too."
Kim Myeong-cheol was a guild master. Chasing criminal organizations wasn't his job. With Gates that would break and spew out monsters if not handled on time, his first priority should always be conquering Gates.
But that didn't mean he wanted to turn a blind eye to crimes clearly happening right in front of him.
"If supporting you can be of even a little help in dealing with those crimes, wouldn't that be a truly happy thing?"
At Kim Myeong-cheol's words, Jeong Ho-san was able to lighten the burden in his heart a little.
"I'll take responsibility for those people, so don't worry about things here."
After Kim Myeong-cheol left, Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san moved back into the illegal Gate.
There might be more information they missed earlier.
It wasn't pleasant to see corpses in a horrible state, but the two stood in front of the bodies again.
"It might be good to search these people's belongings just in case."
At Jeong Ho-san's words, Do Chae-hee nodded.
They searched even small pouches just in case, but nothing meaningful came out. Not even IDs. Do Chae-hee examined their fingerprints, but they had burned all their fingertips so fingerprints couldn't be obtained either.
The moment she saw the burned fingertips, her whole body broke out in goosebumps.
"Why go this far..."
Nothing important came out of the tent where the managers had stayed either. The only things they salvaged were a few cell phones and a book that looked like a work log.
Those who managed the illegal Gate had cleaned up the scene neatly, as if they had anticipated something like this.
"It's so clean, as if they anticipated something like this would happen."
"How about the cell phones?"
Do Chae-hee, who examined the phones, said:
"They seem to be burner phones. It's strange that they left the address books intact when they cleaned up everything else so neatly. I'll check the contacts in the address books against a database separately. You never know, there might be someone worth catching among them."
All that remained were calls only. No messages were left at all.
The two focused on the work log.
"They used aliases."
Everyone was marked with alphabets. There were a total of ten managers, forming two teams of five each and rotating every two days.
"It might be worth waiting until the next rotation team comes."
The two decided to stay at the Gate until the next rotation team arrived. Just in case the next manager team might come.
It wouldn't be easy to endure two days in this desolate place, but they couldn't let go of the thread they had barely caught.
The two took up positions near the entrance.
"Taking their own lives right in front of us, what on earth could be the reason?"
At Do Chae-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san frowned.
"They probably received severe threats. If someone has something they want to protect, they're bound to become desperate."
"You mean those people weren't just working here for money?"
"Maybe."
Jeong Ho-san shrugged his shoulders.
"It's all just speculation for now though."
As long as they couldn't know their exact identities, there was nothing they could say for certain.
"It's terrible though. To think they erased all traces to this extent..."
"Because there was someone who took down an illegal Gate once."
"Ah."
Before Kang Yi-sin, no one had been able to bring an illegal Gate case to the surface.
"That case was quite heated."
"Though a proper investigation didn't follow. Still, these people must have thought they should never create such a gap again."
Do Chae-hee nodded at Jeong Ho-san's words.
"Thanks to that, we're the only ones left empty-handed."
"It's too early to give up hope. We still have the contacts left, and the log too. We need to dig up more information from there."
There was still hope in Jeong Ho-san's eyes. The flame wasn't big, but it burned faintly like embers. Seeing that, Do Chae-hee could also make up her mind.
That she wouldn't give up no matter how difficult this path was, even if it looked like a thorny road.
While staring at Jeong Ho-san like that, something she hadn't seen before caught her eye.
"By the way, what's that on your finger? I don't think I've seen it before."
"Ah, this, this?"
Jeong Ho-san hurriedly hid his hand behind his back.
"It's more suspicious when you hide it like that. What is it?"
"...It's the Vampire King's Ring."
"What?"
How could she forget that name! It was the item stolen during Weltschmerz's debut that gave Do Chae-hee terrible overtime! Because that ring was stolen too, she had to write at least five more reports!
At Do Chae-hee's gaze, Jeong Ho-san opened his mouth with an awkward smile:
"It would be natural to return it, but I thought I might be questioned about what relationship I have with Weltschmerz if I did."
"Of course! That's officially an item stolen by Weltschmerz. Then perhaps..."
"Yes. Yi-sin gave it to me. He sent this after the ultimatum."
"Oh."
Do Chae-hee rolled her eyes. The image of Jeong Ho-san looking very depressed flashed through her mind. Jeong Ho-san, who examined Do Chae-hee's expression, smiled and said:
"I'm okay now. I've decided to respect Yi-sin's path. Come to think of it, Yi-sin was that kind of guy since we were young."
Come to think of it, the two were childhood friends. Kang Yi-sin's childhood. To her who thought of the crimes he committed first when it came to Kang Yi-sin, the keyword 'Kang Yi-sin's childhood' was extremely unfamiliar.
Jeong Ho-san began the story with eyes immersed in memories:
"It was when we were young. Around when we just entered elementary school. We were on our way back to the orphanage with the other orphanage kids after school ended."
Despite the sudden childhood story, Do Chae-hee quietly lent her ear.
"At that time, Yi-sin liked a girl. I don't remember her name, but she had pretty long curly hair. That girl didn't like Yi-sin very much, but their relationship wasn't bad. They got along quite well even while bickering. It was an ordinary day. Until that girl's hair got caught in a thorn bush."
The girl whose hair got caught in the thorn bush screamed. The girl tried to pull her hair out of the bush, but the hair caught in the bush wouldn't come out easily. The children beside her tried to help detach her hair from the bush, but the clumsy hand movements of young children only entangled her hair in the bush more.
"Wh-what do we do!"
"It hurts! It hurts!"
"Wh-what should we do?"
Everyone was flustered and didn't know what to do. Jeong Ho-san held the hand of the girl who was crying in fear.
At that moment, a car was seen entering the end of the alley.
"Oh no! I think it's coming this way!"
"Su-surely! It will stop!"
"Yeah, they'll see us!"
"Bu-but what if they don't see us? Should we run away?"
At someone's cowardly voice, Jeong Ho-san frowned.
"Run away? We should all stay together!"
The children just stamped their feet.
That's when Kang Yi-sin stepped up.
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Kang Yi-sin took scissors out of his bag and cut off the girl's hair without giving anyone a chance to say anything.
"Wh-what are you doing!"
"This is better than getting hit by a car!"
The girl froze looking at her hair that had been cut off. At Kang Yi-sin's sudden action, all the children froze like stones.
"Oh, my..."
Kang Yi-sin quickly moved his hands to cut off the rest of the girl's hair. The only thought in Kang Yi-sin's mind was that he had to save the girl before the car came here.
But the car didn't come to the alley where the children were and turned the steering wheel right in front to disappear in another direction. The children who had been very tense sat down on the ground in surprise.
Perhaps because the tension was released then. The children who had been frozen at Kang Yi-sin's sudden action each opened their mouths.
"Yi-sin. No matter what, doing that to her hair..."
At someone's words, the girl felt her hair. Her lusciously swaying hair was gone, and all that remained at her fingertips was short hair cut messily and unevenly.
"Wh-what do I do..."
At the words coming from around her, and the terrible feeling at her fingertips, the girl burst into tears.
"Youuu!"
The girl approached Kang Yi-sin and shouted.
"It's because of you! You cut my hair!"
The child immediately poured out resentment towards Kang Yi-sin. Kang Yi-sin frowned and said:
"But I thought the car was coming here..."
"It didn't come! It didn't come! You just ruined my hair like this! I hate you! I don't like you!"
The girl pushed Kang Yi-sin hard. Kang Yi-sin, who was smaller than the girl until then, fell on his butt.
"Ugh."
No one looked at Kang Yi-sin. Everyone was busy comforting the girl whose hair had been ruined. When the girl started running forward leaving fallen Kang Yi-sin behind, the children who had been glancing between Kang Yi-sin and the girl moved their steps following the girl.
And Jeong Ho-san also moved his steps that day to comfort the girl. Kang Yi-sin was left alone.
Jeong Ho-san, who had spoken up to here, rolled his eyes and added to Do Chae-hee:
"Until then, I wasn't that close with Yi-sin."
"He just cut off her hair like that? Without any hesitation? Ah, didn't you say earlier that Kang Yi-sin liked that girl a bit?"
At Do Chae-hee's shock, Jeong Ho-san let out a low laugh.
"Yes. That's why he stepped up willingly. Because he wanted to save that girl."
"So what happened?"
"What do you mean what happened? The girl trembled every time she saw Yi-sin after that day. All the kids who were friends with the girl started ignoring Yi-sin. Honestly, I think I thought Yi-sin went a bit too far then too. Yi-sin didn't even apologize."
"He didn't even apologize?"
"Do you know what Yi-sin said when I told him to apologize to that girl?"
"What did he say?"
"He said he'd do the same thing even if that incident happened again, so he couldn't apologize. Saying you should only apologize for things you regret. That it's worse to apologize and then make the same mistake again. So he said he couldn't apologize."
Kang Yi-sin's face as he said that was crumpled as if about to burst into tears. As soon as he saw the swollen eyes that looked like he had already cried hard somewhere, Jeong Ho-san could tell.
"That's the kind of kid Yi-sin is. When a problem arises, he does what he thinks is best without looking back. Even if he gets hated for it, he thinks it can't be helped. He was always like that. Whether the results were good or bad. He was always the first to step up, and always chose the most certain and dangerous method."
"...Like cutting off her hair without hesitation as soon as he saw the car."
"Yes."
Even if he was hated for it, even if his relationship with the girl was ruined forever, Kang Yi-sin didn't regret that act itself. Because he saved that girl anyway.
"He got so much hate for not being able to say even one sweet word despite that. Looking back, there's no irony like the fact that he later awakened the talent of 'lying'."
Saying why should he say things he doesn't mean. Seeing Kang Yi-sin questioning himself, young Jeong Ho-san slapped his forehead. Wondering what to do with this frustrating guy. Seeing him pouting his lips saying not to interfere with his business, while still glancing at him...
"I just couldn't leave him alone."
"He's the type that makes you worry."
In the end, it seems that side of him weighed on my mind.
"Before I knew it, I was taking care of that guy wherever we went."
At the orphanage, Jeong Ho-san volunteered to be Kang Yi-sin's spokesperson. 'Yi-sin has his reasons for doing that. He didn't do it because he dislikes you.', 'He has good intentions, I'm telling you.' Jeong Ho-san always did his best to convey Kang Yi-sin's true feelings, but people who saw Kang Yi-sin glaring and pouting didn't believe Jeong Ho-san's words.
They just thought Jeong Ho-san was trying hard to defend his inadequate friend.
The deeper that misunderstanding grew, the more Jeong Ho-san was busy protecting Kang Yi-sin.
"Maybe that's why. I always thought Yi-sin needed my help. I thought he was a friend I always had to take care of."
Even after becoming an adult, that thought didn't change. Until Kang Yi-sin suddenly committed murder and left him.
"I feel like Yi-sin hasn't changed at all even now. A problem arose that Yi-sin absolutely couldn't overlook, and he chose the method he thought was best."
"That's joining Weltschmerz."
"Yes. Just like when he was young and thought it was better to cut off hair caught in a thorn bush with scissors rather than carefully pull it out."
Kang Yi-sin was the same. But there were things that changed too.
"If it was in the past, Yi-sin would have pretended to reluctantly accept my help. Though it doesn't look like it, Yi-sin gets extremely lonely. He gets hurt incredibly easily too."
But Kang Yi-sin chose the method of cutting Jeong Ho-san off so decisively it was excessive. He didn't give any information and just tried to disappear.
At first, he couldn't understand that choice at all.
But as time passed, as he mulled over the words Kang Yi-sin had sent, he was able to gradually accept Kang Yi-sin's thoughts.
"I think I was still seeing Yi-sin as just a child. A child who I had to set the direction for and interfere with."
You're clumsy, so you always make mistakes. I have to help you. Did he unknowingly think like this?
"But that's wrong. Yi-sin isn't a child who has to follow someone else's orders. I think until now, I thought Yi-sin had to move the way I wanted. With the mindset that it's right. So I ignored Yi-sin's choices and just tried to catch him and bring him back."
"But I think even I would have made the same choice as Jeong Ho-san. If I found out my best friend had become a criminal."
At Do Chae-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san smiled bitterly.
"Still, what I did before was wrong. I think that's probably what Yi-sin wanted to tell me too. That he's an adult now, so let him take responsibility for his own choices. So live your own life."
"You interpreted the message Kang Yi-sin sent like that?"
At Do Chae-hee's question, Jeong Ho-san scratched his cheek and said:
"I told you. He's a guy with terrible speaking skills."
"He really must have terrible speaking skills."
Jeong Ho-san burst out laughing at Do Chae-hee's response.
"Yes."
Ahem, Jeong Ho-san cleared his laughter and said:
"Anyway, I think this incident is similar too. He probably did it without even thinking about the aftermath. I don't know what he's trying to do, but that guy will think this method is the best."
As time passes, we'll probably be able to know for sure what Kang Yi-sin was trying to do.
"Until then, I'm going to focus on my work for now."
And that work was investigating this damned Gate. Do Chae-hee also nodded at Jeong Ho-san's words.
* * *
Even after the shift change time passed, not a single person appeared at the Gate. They watched the Gate until the end of Do Chae-hee's suspension just in case, but the result was the same.
They must have set a code in advance with the people inside the Gate, with orders to abandon this Gate if the code didn't reach them.
In the end, the two had no choice but to give up on stakeout duty and come outside. Do Chae-hee checked the information with Kim Young-won's help.
"I searched all the phone numbers in the address book, but they all came up as missing persons. They probably used the names of people who were working inside illegal Gates."
They're called missing persons, but it's obvious what happened to them. Unfortunately, it seemed there was nothing more to find by tracing this lead.
The managers who might have known something all took their own lives, so the investigation reached a dead end.
"But it's not like we didn't gain anything at all."
Though the contacts were a bust, there was one message left on the phone that hadn't been deleted.
"Director Cheong. It definitely said Director Cheong."
"Cheong isn't a common surname."
"Yes. Fortunately it's not Kim, or Park, or Lee."
Jeong Ho-san smiled at Do Chae-hee's words. It was shabby for information obtained after struggling for weeks, but it was better than nothing.
"Starting tomorrow, you're returning to work at the ACD?"
Do Chae-hee nodded at Jeong Ho-san's words. Her suspension ended today.
"You said you'd join the ACD next week, right?"
"Yes. If possible."
"Unless they've gone crazy, there's no way they'd fail you so don't worry."
The ACD was constantly recruiting awakeners. Someone like Jeong Ho-san should be able to pass the test and enter without difficulty. Do Chae-hee swallowed hard and said to Jeong Ho-san:
"As I said before, let's pretend not to know each other once we're inside the ACD."
"Are you serious?"
"I told you. We can't trust everyone in the ACD either."
On the day she realized the true nature of Park Cheol-wan, whom she had trusted and followed for half her life, Do Chae-hee had to suffer terrible betrayal.
Now she didn't want to feel that betrayal ever again.
"I just can't trust other people anymore."
"There are people you worked with as teammates."
At Jeong Ho-san's words, one person came to Do Chae-hee's mind. Like Kim Young-won. But it's been a while since she's been unable to meet him. Though she can trust the information he gives, she has no intention of trusting that information in return and spilling all her thoughts.
Seeing Do Chae-hee making a complicated expression, Jeong Ho-san casually threw out some words:
"Would you like to have dinner together?"
Do Chae-hee shook her head.
"I'm sorry, but I have something I absolutely must do today."
"Something you must do?"
Do Chae-hee nodded at Jeong Ho-san's words and said:
"Yes, something I absolutely must do before returning to the ACD."
* * *
In the evening, Park Cheol-wan who returned home first took off his thick coat and draped it over his arm. Park Cheol-wan smiled at the delicious smell tickling his nose.
"Honey, I'm home. What did you make that smells so good?"
"Oh, we have a guest. Come see who it is!"
"Huh? A guest?"
Park Cheol-wan, who entered the living room, froze seeing the person sitting at the dining table.
"Hello, ahjussi."
"...It's been a while, Chae-hee."
Because a guest he absolutely couldn't welcome was here.
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Do Chae-hee smiled prettily at Park Cheol-wan’s greeting.
But Park Cheol-wan couldn’t smile back at that smile.
He couldn’t even imagine what Do Chae-hee, who had parted ways with him like that, was thinking coming here. Park Cheol-wan threw a pointed question at Do Chae-hee.
“What brings you here without any notice?”
“My, why are you talking like that? Since when did Chae-hee need such an appointment?”
Lee Ha-na, Park Cheol-wan’s wife, glared at his words. At that, Do Chae-hee smiled broadly and said:
“That’s right. I guess you’re still angry about my suspension.”
“What? You were suspended?”
“Yes, it’s a long story.”
At Do Chae-hee’s words, Park Cheol-wan stiffened up.
Surely, she wouldn’t tell Lee Ha-na everything he had done.
“Let’s talk later, wash your hands first, dear.”
Seeing Park Cheol-wan not moving an inch despite her words, Lee Ha-na tilted her head as if finding it strange.
“Honey?”
“Ah, yes!”
“I said go wash your hands. Hang up your coat properly too.”
“Okay.”
Even as he moved his steps to the bathroom after answering like that, all of Park Cheol-wan’s nerves were focused behind him.
“Chae-hee, could you set out the chopsticks?”
“She’s staying for dinner?”
At his startled question, Lee Ha-na frowned and shouted:
“Are you going to send her away without feeding her when she came after so long? I said go wash your hands!”
At Lee Ha-na’s urging, Park Cheol-wan moved his steps while suppressing his anxious feelings. Park Cheol-wan, who came out after washing his hands, headed to the dining room with a stiff expression.
An appetizing meal was already set on the table.
A delicious smell tickled his nose. But his appetite had long since disappeared. Park Cheol-wan forcibly took his first spoonful.
“I know you’re busy as a police officer, but come visit often. We’ll forget your face at this rate.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not something to be sorry about, it’s just lonely without you. We used to sit down for dinner like this every day before.”
“When was that?”
Despite Park Cheol-wan’s words, Lee Ha-na didn’t stop.
“Someone listening would think it’s a very old story. It hasn’t even been a few years since Chae-hee moved out from next door, right?”
Lee Ha-na, who snapped at Park Cheol-wan like that, smiled slightly and opened her mouth.
“Now that I think about it, I decided to marry this ugly man all thanks to Chae-hee.”
Ugly man, Park Cheol-wan’s shoulders trembled at those words. Do Chae-hee tilted her head at Lee Ha-na’s words.
“Because of me?”
“Yes. Watching this man trying so hard saying he’d take responsibility for you, I felt it. Ah, he may not be much in looks or wealth, but he’s a person with proper character.”
Park Cheol-wan let out a ‘huh’ at those words. The words that followed were so ridiculous he couldn’t believe his ears. Do Chae-hee also looked at Park Cheol-wan with a surprised face.
“Why, Park Cheol-wan. Are you jealous?”
Saying that, Lee Ha-na laughed lightly, and Park Cheol-wan laughed along.
Lee Ha-na instantly demolished the thick wall standing between Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan. Do Chae-hee glanced between the two and cautiously opened her mouth.
“I thought I was a burden on unnie’s marriage. I thought your marriage was delayed because you were supporting me.”
At Do Chae-hee’s words, Lee Ha-na shook her head.
“It wasn’t because of you. It was because of me. Because I wasn’t healthy.”
As Lee Ha-na said, she was always sick. Though she’s regained her health now to the point where normal life isn’t difficult, she used to frequently collapse and be hospitalized before.
“I’m sorry for being a burden on top of that.”
At Do Chae-hee’s words, Lee Ha-na shook her head.
“I was grateful that you came to see me, us. It’s a bit much to badmouth my husband, but that Park Cheol-wan is so boring. He’s always out on field duty or business trips, leaving this pitiful and delicate beauty of the neighborhood behind.”
Do Chae-hee burst out laughing, unable to hold back at Lee Ha-na’s shameless words calling herself the neighborhood’s greatest beauty with a straight face.
This is why Do Chae-hee liked Lee Ha-na. Because she was someone who made you laugh just by being around. Do Chae-hee said with a serious face while nodding:
“Certainly. It’s a marriage that’s a waste for unnie.”
“Did you gather today to badmouth me?”
“See, he’s about to sulk again.”
Ha, Park Cheol-wan who let out a short breath gulped down some water.
“But it is admirable. Seeing him trying so hard to protect this world somehow.”
At those words, Park Cheol-wan’s face stiffened. He absolutely couldn’t accept those words from Lee Ha-na gladly in front of Do Chae-hee.
Lee Ha-na, who noticed something strange about Park Cheol-wan’s stiff reaction, frowned.
“You’re strange today. What’s wrong, are you sick or something?”
It was when Park Cheol-wan tensed up at those words that Do Chae-hee cut in.
“Unnie, please understand. He’s probably still angry about my suspension.”
“Right, suspension. What on earth did you do to get suspended?”
At Lee Ha-na’s words, Park Cheol-wan hurriedly opened his mouth.
“Why listen to such unpleasant stories.”
Despite Park Cheol-wan’s dissuasion, Do Chae-hee resolutely opened her mouth.
“I caused trouble again by not listening to ahjussi.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“It’s obvious. Going where I was told not to go and doing what I was told not to do.”
“Ugh.”
Lee Ha-na, who roughly guessed the situation, let out a groan. Perhaps because she lost family to criminals? Do Chae-hee was especially rough with criminals. Because of that, she received disciplinary action almost every day when she was in the field.
Still, I thought she had gotten better since moving to a desk job. Seems she’s still the same, Lee Ha-na clicked her tongue inwardly and said looking at Do Chae-hee’s face:
“But it was the right thing to do, right?”
At Lee Ha-na’s question, Do Chae-hee nodded without hesitation.
“Yes.”
“That’s all that matters then.”
Wahaha, Lee Ha-na burst out laughing and said while glaring at Park Cheol-wan:
“You should be more understanding when the kid is trying to do the right thing.”
Park Cheol-wan listened to that story with his fists clenched tight.
“I’m going to the bathroom for a moment.”
As Lee Ha-na briefly left her seat, a chilly silence fell over the dining table. The warm atmosphere from just moments ago had scattered like a mirage.
“Why did you come here?”
“Is this somewhere I can’t come?”
Do Chae-hee calmly received those words. Unlike Do Chae-hee who was holding her head high proudly, Park Cheol-wan hadn’t been able to properly meet her eyes since earlier.
Ridiculously, he was afraid of Do Chae-hee.
More precisely, of what words might come out of that mouth.
So Park Cheol-wan absolutely couldn’t look at Do Chae-hee smiling brightly in front of him with a sane mind.
“Unnie is still a good person.”
“You…”
“Unnie has no idea what kind of person you are, right? To unnie, you were truly a husband worthy of respect.”
There was a bone in Do Chae-hee’s words. A very sharp bone stabbing Park Cheol-wan’s insides. The wound stabbed by Do Chae-hee hurt so much. Park Cheol-wan couldn’t hold back and opened his mouth.
“Shut that mouth.”
“Look at you now, scared to death of what I might say. Right?”
Do Chae-hee smiled bitterly watching Park Cheol-wan trembling without being able to say anything.
“My, why is the atmosphere like this? What did you say to make it like this?”
“It’s nothing, unnie.”
The atmosphere heated up again. Lee Ha-na was happy chatting about many things with Do Chae-hee who had visited after a long time. And during that time, Park Cheol-wan forcibly acted happy while swallowing down his anxiety.
I don’t know how time passed after that. Park Cheol-wan anxiously trembled, desperately wishing for this time to pass.
And finally the end came.
“You’re not staying longer?”
“It’s because of work tomorrow. Since I’m going after a long time, I have a lot to prepare.”
When he came to his senses, the meal was over and it was time for Do Chae-hee to leave. Only then could Park Cheol-wan breathe.
“Did you drive here?”
“I came by bus.”
“Oh my. That won’t do. Honey, please take Chae-hee at least to the front.”
Park Cheol-wan, who happened to have something to say to Do Chae-hee, immediately nodded. Do Chae-hee didn’t refuse that proposal either.
“I can’t send you alone when it’s dark out.”
At Lee Ha-na’s worry, Do Chae-hee responded with a smiling face.
“I’m a 6-star hunter, you know?”
“Still, I’m just worried.”
Lee Ha-na put a scarf she brought from somewhere around Do Chae-hee’s neck.
“It’s, it’s fine!”
“It’s not fine. It’s cold outside.”
“Thank you…”
Do Chae-hee reluctantly accepted Lee Ha-na’s scarf.
“Come visit often even if you’re busy.”
At Lee Ha-na’s worry, Do Chae-hee smiled.
“You take care too, unnie.”
“Me, I’m at home every day, how could I not be well?”
Only happiness was visible on Lee Ha-na’s face as she said that. Do Chae-hee hurriedly turned her gaze elsewhere. For some reason, she couldn’t face Lee Ha-na looking at her.
Do Chae-hee and Park Cheol-wan came outside. No words passed between the two even as they rode the elevator down the apartment.
It was after they had completely left the apartment that Park Cheol-wan opened his mouth.
“So what do you want from me?”
“I thought the director would know who the bad guys are.”
“Ha.”
“I want to at least know who I’m fighting against before I fight.”
Park Cheol-wan frowned.
“If I don’t tell you, are you planning to come to our house like this again?”
At that question, Do Chae-hee opened her mouth without hesitation.
“Yes.”
At those words, Park Cheol-wan crumpled his face.
“How long are you going to threaten me?”
“I didn’t do anything, today. I just had a meal with someone I like. What’s tormenting you is yourself, director. You know too. Why you couldn’t even properly raise your face at the dining table today.”
Seeing Park Cheol-wan unable to give any answer to her words, Do Chae-hee quietly added:
“I think I might have rather wished for ahjussi to be brazen.”
Watching Park Cheol-wan who couldn’t even properly meet her eyes and was afraid of what Do Chae-hee might say, Do Chae-hee realized. That Park Cheol-wan also knew what he had done was wrong.
That’s why he was so afraid.
“How could you make such a choice when you’re so uncomfortable with what you’ve done?”
“Because it’s better to live even if cowardly.”
“While not being able to be honest even to the person you love?”
At Do Chae-hee’s words, Lee Ha-na’s face flashed through Park Cheol-wan’s mind.
‘It was the right thing to do, right?’
That voice saying those words too.
Lee Ha-na was a good person. She was a clear, bright, and shining person, too good for him.
The reason Lee Ha-na willingly loved Park Cheol-wan was because he was a good person.
“Really…”
Park Cheol-wan crumpled his face. It was better when Do Chae-hee blamed and cursed at him.
“I didn’t want to become like this either.”
At first, Park Cheol-wan was clearly a righteous police officer too. One who had so many things he wanted to do for this world.
“When the first proposal came to me, I rejected it. Because I didn’t choose this job for money. And I tried to dig up the person who dared to make such a proposal to me. Who dared to try to persuade this Park Cheol-wan.”
At that time, Park Cheol-wan was a passionate police officer. He was filled only with thoughts of chasing after the person who tried to persuade him and making them pay the price.
“But before I could find that person, another person came. It was someone I had never seen before, a man with an ordinary impression. The man didn’t answer a single question I asked and just told me someone’s proposal. The conditions had changed. Not only the amount they would give me changed, but the position they were proposing changed too. The man handed me a letter as I was rejecting the proposal.”
“What was written in that letter?”
“To keep digging. That I would be able to reach the truth I wanted if I did.”
Park Cheol-wan said.
“I should have stopped then.”
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"Not long after, I was able to find the person who made the first proposal to me."
Park Cheol-wan said, crumpling his face.
"They were dead."
At those words, Do Chae-hee drew in a breath. Park Cheol-wan continued:
"The same with the person who came next. I caught the third person who came to me. And I asked. Who on earth are you working for? If you go on like this, you'll die. But that person didn't listen to my words. No, they made a face like they didn't understand at all. As if they couldn't even hear my words. Instead, they handed me a letter."
Park Cheol-wan opened the letter the man had handed him with trembling hands.
[I hope digging into my background was fun.
I had a lot of fun.
Are you thinking of rejecting the proposal this time too?]
"Before I could say anything, the man pushed me aside and disappeared. And when I found him..."
Park Cheol-wan's body trembled. It seemed like she could know the answer without hearing it. Do Chae-hee continued inwardly the words Park Cheol-wan couldn't say.
He must have died. He must have been found dead.
"The people who came to me. They were all just ordinary people living ordinary lives. People who had never shown any strange behavior until that day. You know? Just ordinary office workers, restaurant owners, part-time workers, college students... They were just ordinary people."
Park Cheol-wan who said that asked Do Chae-hee:
"Do you know what that means?"
It wasn't Do Chae-hee who answered Park Cheol-wan's question. Park Cheol-wan opened his mouth in place of her, who couldn't easily continue speaking due to the shock.
"Whoever sent that proposal to me, it means they have the tremendous ability to draw people who were living ordinarily until just yesterday into this kind of thing. And it also means they're cruel enough to throw away human lives just to deliver a single 'word'."
Do Chae-hee looked at Park Cheol-wan with trembling eyes.
"Not for any other reason, but just to keep a secret, so just to deliver a message, they killed all those people?"
"Yes."
Would it have been a little better if they were all criminals, that is, criminals 'who wouldn't be strange to be used and die for this kind of thing'? Though the thought that came unconsciously made him want to vomit, it would be a lie to say he wasn't more shocked that even 'ordinary people' were drawn into this.
Killing people just for this? And how...
"It was perfect murder, Chae-hee. I couldn't find anything. People who came to me directly, spoke to me, and even handed me letters were all found dead, but I couldn't find any evidence. There was no evidence at all."
"If they were murdered..."
"The police concluded it was accidental death. Or suicide. They were such clean cases that even people around them accepted it without a single doubt."
All those murders were handled so perfectly that only Park Cheol-wan, who knew the circumstances, could know they were murders.
"It's nonsensical. It's strange enough that people who were living without any involvement in crime until just yesterday get caught up in this, but for them to even die and all those murder cases to cleanly end as accidents."
It would have been faster to think a god was playing with Park Cheol-wan. That's how much that whole series of events shook Park Cheol-wan.
And then the next person arrived.
With a neatly folded letter and a bright smiling face.
With trembling hands, Park Cheol-wan opened the letter first.
[It's starting to get boring, shall we make this the last one?]
He knew from that note.
That this would be the last 'proposal'. That he really had to give a definite answer now.
Looking at the middle school student smiling brightly at him, Park Cheol-wan nodded while crying.
"When I knew perfectly well what would happen to me if I rejected that proposal..."
Park Cheol-wan's body was trembling. He still got goosebumps thinking about that time.
Certainly, Park Cheol-wan reached the truth the proposer spoke of.
That he absolutely could not reject this proposal.
"How could I reject that proposal?"
At Park Cheol-wan's words, Do Chae-hee quietly looked at him. At him with a crumpled face like he would burst into tears at any moment. Do Chae-hee emptied her emotions. And asked:
"So you did what that person told you to?"
"What if I didn't?"
There was no choice but to die. Whoever made the proposal, they made that point clear. They're someone who can draw even people who were living ordinary lives until just yesterday into this mire and dispose of them without anyone in this world knowing.
"Chae-hee."
Park Cheol-wan's eyes reddened.
"I sincerely wanted to be a good person too."
Park Cheol-wan also wanted to be a good person. He wanted to live thinking he was a good person while righteously catching bad guys.
Because I'm a good person. Enough to come to this harsh place on purpose out of all those many paths. I should work on making this world a little better by catching the bad guys eating away at this world.
But reality, the reality he knew, didn't let him live like that.
A leash held by who knows who was put around his neck, and the owner of that leash ordered Park Cheol-wan.
If you don't want to die, walk this mire, they said.
The moment he refused that order, it was obvious what would happen to Park Cheol-wan's life.
So Park Cheol-wan decided to give up everything he wanted.
"I just couldn't find the courage. The courage to be a good person."
It was strange. It doesn't take any courage to become a bad person, but to become a good person, you need the courage to throw away everything you have.
"I wanted to live. Even as a bad person, I wanted to live."
Lee Ha-na is a good person. Isn't it enough to protect just that one person, he consoled himself like that.
But today Park Cheol-wan realized. That he can no longer be a good person to that good person.
Do Chae-hee dug up the fact Park Cheol-wan had tried hard to bury.
But nevertheless, Park Cheol-wan will make the same choice.
"Can you take responsibility, Chae-hee?"
At that question, Do Chae-hee blinked.
"If something happens to me."
"What?"
"I bet my life on this job. No, I didn't bet it. They bet my life for me. The only choice given to me was to become a bad guy without any other option. Or die."
"Ahjussi."
At Do Chae-hee's call, Park Cheol-wan said:
"Can you take responsibility for my life?"
The other side bet Park Cheol-wan's life, but what can Do Chae-hee bet on her efforts to reach the truth?
Do Chae-hee's face turned pale as she understood Park Cheol-wan's question.
"I, I..."
"So let's not ask me to cooperate for justice, Chae-hee."
Park Cheol-wan had already walked too far to sacrifice himself for something called justice.
Do Chae-hee finally realized what Park Cheol-wan was trying to say.
"I won't answer anything. Even if you think I'm a terrible person, even if you threaten me, even if you tell Ha-na that I'm a terrible trash."
Park Cheol-wan said with a crumpled face:
"Because anything is better than dying."
Yes, because anything is better than dying. Because I can't die leaving behind a sick wife and someone who only looks at me.
Park Cheol-wan also didn't think his choice was right. It's selfish. He knew that too. If we were to divide into black and white, he was clearly standing on the black side.
"Besides. I don't know any information important enough to bet my life on."
Park Cheol-wan who confessed like that added:
"Yeah, I don't know either. Who sent me such a proposal. Who's giving me orders. Because they've never come to meet me directly even once."
It's been years since Park Cheol-wan became their pawn. But Park Cheol-wan didn't even know who his master was.
"I know they're someone in a very high position. Whether a congressman or whatever. Because they're someone who can completely play with our ACD. So go."
Park Cheol-wan looked at Do Chae-hee.
"...Listen carefully to what I'm saying now, Chae-hee."
Park Cheol-wan approached her pretending to fix Do Chae-hee's scarf and whispered quietly:
"Director Cheong who runs an errand center."
Park Cheol-wan who swallowed hard with a fearful expression said:
"If it were me, I'd start there."
Director Cheong, errand center. It was just that, but it was tremendous gain. Even more so because the source of that information was Park Cheol-wan. But she couldn't welcome this information like before.
Because she saw Park Cheol-wan's hand holding her scarf trembling pitifully.
While saying he absolutely wouldn't tell.
Park Cheol-wan whispered to Do Chae-hee in a voice that seemed like it would go out at any moment:
"This is something you don't have to take responsibility for, just, like my last conscience, or my last goodwill."
Park Cheol-wan had already given up on justice long ago.
What was still most important to him was protecting himself and his family, and he was prepared to do anything for that.
Just because he leaked this secret today, it absolutely didn't mean he would walk the same path as Do Chae-hee from now on.
"When you return to the ACD, I'll stand in your way. I'll interfere with what you're trying to do, and sometimes I'll report you and punish you. Because that's how I survive. Yes, Chae-hee. I'll do anything from now on to survive."
Park Cheol-wan looked at Do Chae-hee and smiled bitterly.
"You'll have to choose someday too. Whether you threaten me like now, or whatever. Depending on that choice, your body will get covered in soot too."
It wasn't just words for his own safety. Because Park Cheol-wan's care for Do Chae-hee was sincere. This was also why he wished she would never know the truth. Because he knew she would react like this the moment she knew the truth.
"Whatever I say will probably sound like terrible rationalization or excuses from a bad guy to your ears, but..."
Do Chae-hee's eyes wavered looking at Park Cheol-wan. She couldn't easily say anything.
"I hate this leash too, Chae-hee. I really hate it terribly. But still. What can I do when I'm already tied up?"
Park Cheol-wan was a coward. He made the choice to push others away to survive himself.
To be with the one he loves.
Even knowing that choice was strangling his neck, even knowing it was distancing him from the one he loves, he couldn't take off this leash.
"Goodbye, Chae-hee. I can't say let's meet here again."
With those final words, Park Cheol-wan saw Do Chae-hee off. Do Chae-hee's expression as she got on the bus was complicated.
As he said, Park Cheol-wan is a person who cowardly compromised with reality.
So Do Chae-hee thought of Park Cheol-wan as an enemy. A bad person she can no longer walk the same path with.
In Do Chae-hee's world divided into black and white, Park Cheol-wan was clearly a person standing in a dark place.
But can she see him as an enemy because of that?
Should she view a person pushed into a shadowed place by someone the same as people who walked into darkness themselves?
He took one step towards Do Chae-hee's side today, and came out slightly into the light.
Of course, it was just one step.
But it was clearly one step forward. According to his words, a step that bet his life.
Would her heart have been more at ease if Park Cheol-wan had firmly pushed her away, so she could keep thinking of him as a 'bad person'?
'I still couldn't answer that I'm confident I can take responsibility...'
Do Chae-hee bit her lip as she rested her head against the cold bus window.
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Everyone has a plausible plan. Until the world smashes that plan.
‘It’s clear this world hates me.’
Otherwise, how could my neat and beautiful plan to gather materials by going through a few C-grade Gates and then leave get so tangled up?
Thanks to attracting all kinds of attention for conquering an S-grade Gate, I can’t even go outside the hospital, the world’s strongest stalker – no, hunter – has attached himself to me, and my beloved youngest even picked up some strange person on the street.
Things can get this tangled up when they go wrong.
‘Maybe I’ll open a twisted bread shop when I have time. Looking at this situation, it seems like the dough would twist itself if I just prepared it.’
—What’s that strangely negative yet hopeful imagination?
‘They say balance between negative and positive is important in everything. I found that roughly neutralizing a negative thought with a hopeful one works.’
—Does it work like that?
‘Yes.’
Anyway, now that we’ve taken on an uninvited guest, I’m not sure if going to Las Vegas is a good idea.
—What’s in this Las Vegas place?
‘Ah, there are very famous casinos there.’
—Wait, casinos? Gambling? The situation has become such a mess, and the leader is thinking of gambling? I knew it when you talked like a gambler before.
I was dumbfounded at Ray’s scolding.
‘What are you suddenly saying? Gambling, who’s gambling! That’s not why we’re going!’
—You said you’re going to a casino. Then weren’t you planning to go gamble?
‘Well, technically we will be sitting at gambling tables…’
—See!
‘But the purpose is different, the purpose!’
The reason for going to Las Vegas wasn’t simply to gamble. Of course, there’s no place better than gambling tables to use my talent. There’s no ability better for cheating at gambling than lying.
But I had a different purpose.
‘There’s a group in Las Vegas that uses talents to cheat at gambling. No, I’m not sure if we can call them a group. They’re cheating in collaboration with the casinos. The casino itself is essentially a huge scam.’
—…So you’re going to fleece them?
‘Yes! They should get a taste of their own medicine.’
Make money and punish bad guys, isn’t it a beautiful picture?
—I don’t see how it’s different from just gambling.
‘It’s much more fun to win money from bad guys.’
—Huh, in the end you’re just saying let’s go gamble.
What else would you do at a casino besides gambling? Anyway, isn’t it fine since the purpose isn’t bad?
The problem is we’ve picked up an uninvited guest.
I sighed looking at Edward sleeping on the sofa. I said I’d make him a temporary native English teacher, but…
‘Come to think of it, that guy probably won’t be a good teacher. It feels like hiring a foul-mouthed grandmother to learn Korean.’
—Is it that bad?
When I firmly said I couldn’t accept him into our organization, he cursed so much. I heard enough curses for a lifetime. I couldn’t understand half of it since there were many words I’d never heard before.
—Didn’t you say you were quite confident in this language?
‘The person who taught me was a former announcer. Someone who wouldn’t even touch such foul language.’
He didn’t curse even in his final moments. Hmm, that was an unnecessary thought.
‘Still, I don’t think it will be too bad. It’s practical English! Better than getting cursed at somewhere and realizing it later at home.’
—I don’t think your kids are likely to get cursed at somewhere…
‘I told you, for negative thoughts…’
—Mix in one hopeful thought? Oho, now I get it!
Putting Ray’s realization aside, I made a decision.
‘Still, since we’ve come this far, it seems good to at least visit Las Vegas.’
Originally I was planning to cause a big ruckus there to make the name Weltschmerz known, but let’s put that plan aside.
No, let’s not even mention the ‘w’ of plan. This world seems like it might be secretly listening somewhere and try to ruin my plans again.
Anyway, we can’t just leave alone those who fleece innocent people, no, innocent gamblers.
Hmm hmm.
—Somehow that’s a very strange sentence, but let’s say it is so.
* * *
Taika lay on the sofa tapping his phone. The phone was still full of articles he didn’t like at all. Unlike Taika who didn’t feel like looking even though he was holding his phone, Oh Seung-woo sitting in a chair looking at a tablet PC was concentrating as if he would be sucked into that world at any moment.
Looking at the light reflected in the glasses he was wearing, Taika casually opened his mouth.
“Are you busy?”
“I’m busy.”
At the perfunctory answer, Taika pouted his lips.
“Why?”
“Are you bored?”
This time that question flew in directly. It was a roundabout request to find something else interesting instead of poking him.
“You told me not to go out.”
“There’s a lot you can do without going out, right?”
Oh Seung-woo who said that shrugged his shoulders and looked at Taika’s phone.
“Should I download a game for you?”
“I know how to do that much myself.”
Taika sighed. No matter how much he bothered Oh Seung-woo like this, he wouldn’t get the answer he wanted.
It would be better to just ask straightforwardly what he’d been wanting to ask. Taika threw words at Oh Seung-woo.
“Was it really necessary to go that far with that guy?”
Though the subject was missing from the question, Oh Seung-woo immediately understood who it was about.
After all, there was only one person Taika would bring up in this situation.
The problem wasn’t who the question was about, but why Taika was asking this.
Oh Seung-woo raised his head and examined Taika’s face. Confirming that what was visible on Taika’s face was slight boredom and pure curiosity, Oh Seung-woo opened his mouth lightly.
“Are you asking because you’re really curious?”
“Why have you been answering questions with questions since earlier?”
“You know, it’s a habit.”
“It means you’re not relaxed.”
“There’s a lot to worry about in many ways.”
“Because you’re pressuring that friend?”
“Hmm, that would be the answer to the question. Because it’s a situation where I have no choice but to pressure that guy.”
“Is me getting hurt such a big deal?”
“It is a big deal.”
What Oh Seung-woo considered most important was Taika Cooper’s image. Though he was certainly an outstanding hunter, it was thanks to Oh Seung-woo’s constant efforts that he held the title of ‘strongest’ worldwide.
“So no one should be interested in you getting hurt. It’s better to just throw them another prey.”
“What’s more interesting about digging into a guy like that than me, the world’s strongest?”
“Because I told them to. I told them to shut up and just spout the materials I give them.”
At those words, Taika blinked. It was unusual for Oh Seung-woo to speak so roughly.
“Are you deliberately poking at me?”
“I’m just curious because that guy and Mr. Oh used to know each other in the past.”
“To be precise, you find it interesting, right?”
Only then did Taika Cooper realize. That Oh Seung-woo’s attitude, which was always relaxed, was particularly sharp today. Taika sat up completely on the sofa.
“To be honest, extremely!”
Seeing Taika with a face that said poking at your wounds is so fun I’m going crazy, Oh Seung-woo couldn’t even sigh. He looked at him with incredulous eyes.
“That’s because Mr. Oh always tries to be perfect. Of course you show weak sides in front of me too, but that’s all calculated, right? Because I’m weak to Mr. Oh’s apologetic face…”
“…Yes.”
Oh Seung-woo frowned at Taika’s words.
“You knew?”
“How could I not know! You only do it in front of me.”
“Hmm.”
It was shocking that his image management method had been completely exposed. Taika said to Oh Seung-woo who was rolling his eyes:
“So, are you so bothered about sending that friend to hell?”
“I’m not bothered.”
“You seem bothered.”
“Haah.”
The world’s strongest hunter was the world’s most annoying. Oh Seung-woo who put down his tablet PC said:
“A little?”
“Then why did you do it?”
“As I said, it was a deal. I just gave those paparazzi what they needed most.”
“A chew toy instead of me?”
“That’s right. A very tasty chew toy at that.”
What the media wants is ultimately one thing. A topic that can be on people’s lips. An appetizing story that will raise views.
If you throw them something more interesting than Taika’s injury, they’ll gladly turn their attention there. That’s why he did it.
“For treating him as a chew toy, you seemed quite interested in that guy.”
“How I think of that guy isn’t important. What’s important is whether we can make a deal or not.”
“I’m grateful I got to know well about Mr. Oh’s past that even I didn’t know thanks to this. I heard you knew each other when that guy was young, about 7 years ago.”
“If just meeting a few times in passing has any meaning, yes, we did know each other.”
“Are you drawing a line, or was it really no relationship at all?”
“That guy did ask me to take him in.”
“Hmm, but you refused, I heard?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
At Taika’s question, Oh Seung-woo recalled the past.
Edward’s ability was to decompose, absorb, and release incoming magic energy. In other words, it meant he couldn’t do anything alone if there was no energy flying towards him.
Edward’s value, who couldn’t act alone, wasn’t very high at that time. Even at the awakener center, he received the humiliating evaluation of D-grade with only B-grade potential.
But Oh Seung-woo noticed Edward’s potential. His value as a team player.
Nevertheless, there was only one reason he didn’t choose him.
“He wasn’t enough for my first portfolio.”
He was quite lacking to be the start of the legendary agency called Oh Seung-woo.
At those words, Taika blinked.
“Ow, that would hurt if that friend heard it.”
“Yes, so it’s fortunate. Because that friend won’t hear it.”
“You don’t do image management in front of me?”
“It’s already exposed.”
Taika already knew that Oh Seung-woo wasn’t an easy person. Well, that’s right. They were in a relationship where they had seen each other’s bottoms while in this industry.
Both Taika and Oh Seung-woo.
But nevertheless, there was a strong camaraderie between them.
Enough that Oh Seung-woo’s completely inhumane words didn’t make him lose affection.
“Then Mr. Oh must have been glad to discover me. How does it feel to have polished the world’s best rough stone?”
At Taika’s words, Oh Seung-woo smiled and said:
“The best.”
So Oh Seung-woo didn’t regret his choice.
He won’t regret it.
The things he trampled on to get here.
Because the things he was holding now were shining so brightly that they couldn’t allow regret.
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To go to Las Vegas, first, we need some advance preparations.
“It’s a midnight escape.”
—Wait, don’t ‘midnight escape’ and ‘advance preparations’ not go well together?
‘Even for a midnight escape, preparations are necessary. We can’t just carelessly leave, right?’
Hearing my words, Han Seo-hyeon said:
“Is that okay?”
“It’s fine since Taika said he’d pay all the hospital bills.”
I believe in the world’s strongest!
Despite my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s expression was still serious.
“He doesn’t know that Jae-ho hyung stabbed him in the side, right?”
Ah, is this what he’s worried about? I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder.
“No need to worry. They know all about it.”
“Ah, they know? And they still said they’d pay our hospital bills?”
When I nodded, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth and said:
“Are they filthy rich, or just a hopeless pushover?”
“Probably both?”
More like a friend? Isn’t it the heart of a weekend drama chaebol second son sub-male lead thinking ‘I’ll buy friendship with money’? Hmm, and usually the sub-male lead’s goal doesn’t come true.
—You really spit out curses as easily as breathing.
We could just leave by ourselves, but Cha Song-jin in the ICU is a problem. There’s a caregiver constantly watching the situation there.
At times like this, we have no choice but…
“I’ll distract the caregiver’s attention, so bring Cha Song-jin.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes sharpened. But this time, there’s really a reason I have to go.
“Who here can speak English?”
“…Tsk.”
Han Seo-hyeon clicked his tongue shortly.
Good, it was a good strategy to inspire desire for learning. Now he’ll probably study English extremely hard.
—It just seems like there’s one more heated up kid.
‘It’s fine since Seo-hyeon is usually always heated up.’
Hmm, and isn’t it better to have more heat than being cold? I calmly explained the plan to Han Seo-hyeon.
Actually, there wasn’t much to grandly call a plan.
While I buy time, bring Cha Song-jin to our hospital room, then make a sand dummy in the place where Cha Song-jin was. If we put on the mask Cha Song-jin was wearing too, we won’t be discovered until the blanket is lifted.
—Can’t you just bring him normally?
‘I want to say it like he suddenly disappeared.’
I plan to make our exit itself mysterious. Hmm, then we might be able to bury Edward’s incident a bit that we’re suffering from now.
If we can use the bubble surrounding us to wipe off some of the filth that splashed onto Edward, shouldn’t we use it somehow?
Hmm, of course, wiping off that filth won’t be my job.
—Your metaphor is too dirty.
‘Isn’t it that clear?’
I took out a drink from a nearby vending machine and headed to Cha Song-jin’s hospital room.
Seeing the caregiver in Cha Song-jin’s room, I smiled slightly and said:
[Hello, you must be working hard.]
But despite my greeting, the caregiver’s reaction was quite lukewarm.
Why? Oh no, the face I’m wearing now is quite rough. I almost used just a male concept instead of a handsome male concept. That could have been a big problem.
—What happens if you use a male concept?
‘Usually you get reported.’
Ahem, ahem. I cleared my throat inwardly and carefully spoke to the caregiver.
[That friend seems to be sleeping.]
[Yes, he just fell asleep. It seems his stamina has dropped a lot.]
[After going through such a thing…]
I clicked my tongue as if regretful. And as if I just noticed, I belatedly handed the drink bottle to the caregiver.
[If it’s alright, I’d like to hear more details about the patient’s condition, could we talk outside? I don’t want to disturb that friend’s sleep.]
[Ah, yes.]
It’s the concept of a caring mercenary group leader worried about the member’s condition! How is it! You can’t help but fall for it!
—Is there a need to speak so meanly just to request a guardian’s visit?
‘But speaking like this makes it feel more thrilling and like we’re doing something amazing, doesn’t it? I’m getting excited.’
I calmly conversed with the caregiver and dragged out time. The caregiver who was initially unfamiliar and wary of me soon relaxed.
The caregiver’s name is Sarah. She’s a veteran who’s been doing caregiver work for 7 years. Hmm, I see. Sarah, who said she recommended this job to her younger sister who got married recently and seemed worried about her future after marriage, seemed to have tremendous pride in this job. Hmm, I see! For dinner tonight, ragu lasagna, she wants to follow her vegan husband and go vegetarian but doesn’t want to give up ragu lasagna. The special recipe passed down for three generations…
Just as I was becoming dazed, Ray’s words cut in:
—For dragging out time, you’re continuing the conversation extremely well! At this rate you’ll hear how many spoons that house has! Why don’t you just openly hit on her!
I flared up at Ray’s words.
‘What misunderstanding are you having? I’m just having a conversation.’
—That’s exactly what playboys say!
‘Geez, I wouldn’t feel so wronged if I had properly dated before.’
At my words, Ray said:
—Wait, didn’t you say you were thirty-one when you died? That you couldn’t properly date even once until then?
This is unforgivable.
‘…You’re an artifact without even a body.’
—…
It was a conversation that only left wounds for each other.
Anyway, I think I’ve dragged out time enough, so shall we end the conversation here? Sarah who I was saying goodbye to smiled brightly and said:
[Let’s talk again next time.]
Watching Sarah heading into the hospital room with a bright smile, I shuddered at the chill felt from somewhere. Ugh! The grudge of a narrow-minded artifact!
No, my fingertips are really freezing!
‘I told you not to move magic power on your own!’
—You annoying guy!
I had to appease Ray. I really don’t know who he takes after to be so narrow-minded. While appeasing Ray like that, I returned to the hospital room and was shocked at the scene inside.
“Why does he look like that?”
Cha Song-jin with his hospital gown half off was looking at me with a tearful face. His hair which was originally slightly fluffy with natural curls was a mess as if someone had pulled at it.
“Uu, uung, uuuh.”
Cha Song-jin approached me staggering like a zombie. I shouted looking at Cha Song-jin:
“What did you do to make him like this?”
I could quickly find the culprit. Only one person was avoiding my eyes and looking far away.
“Seo, Seo-hyeon?”
At my call, Han Seo-hyeon closed his eyes tightly and said:
“Well, I thought it was urgent!”
“Su-suddenly barging in! The sand, wrapping around my body!”
“Didn’t I tell you?”
“You didn’t give me time to say. Besides, that person was sleeping. So I thought I could just move him while sleeping, but he woke up in the middle and started thrashing.”
“I opened my eyes feeling something strange and I was in midair with nothing!”
“I told you the sand was supporting you!”
“I couldn’t see because it was black!”
Hmm. It’s understandable to be shocked. Waking up and being floating in midair. Especially for Cha Song-jin who is very timid, it’s understandable to be shocked.
“So that’s how he ended up like this…”
“I barely brought him here. Do you think it’s easy to support someone thrashing in midair?”
“Do-do you think it was easy for me? I really thought I was dy-dying!”
Just when I thought they were getting along better… It seems they’re getting worse again. I quickly intervened between them.
“Anyway, it’s good you came safely.”
At the word ‘safely’ I said, Cha Song-jin seemed to have a lot he wanted to say, but he soon closed his mouth at my gesture.
“Jae-ho, want to come out too for now?”
At my words, Jae-ho popped out of the shadow. Cha Song-jin was startled at that sight. Why? Because Edward wearing Jae-ho’s mask was next to Han Seo-hyeon.
“Sh-shadow clone technique?”
Even so, I didn’t expect this reaction.
Shadow clone technique! Hasn’t he watched too much anime?
[Take off the mask for a moment, our mercenary company member wants to see your face.]
At my words, Edward grumbled but took off the mask.
“It’s Edward Sihelis.”
At my introduction, Edward waved his hand.
[Hello!]
“Are-are you crazy! Wh-who is that?”
“Jae-ho picked him up.”
“No! He followed on his own. I didn’t pick him up.”
At Jae-ho’s words, I just shrugged my shoulders. Cha Song-jin said with a panicked face:
“Oh my god. So-so what is that person? A hostage?”
Why does he think like this? The word that came out without a moment’s hesitation was hostage.
“No, this friend is a temporary English teacher.”
“You kidnapped someone to teach English?”
At Cha Song-jin’s words, I was dumbfounded.
“I said we didn’t kidnap him! He came on his own two feet.”
“Ah! Threats then.”
I don’t know how to interpret Cha Song-jin’s unwavering belief. He really believes I only did bad things!
Anyway, now that I’ve introduced the new member, it was time to ask the most important question.
“Before we move to the next area, there’s something I want to ask…”
“Yes?”
“It feels a bit off to keep you as a ‘temporary’ member any longer. No, I do intend to keep you as ‘temporary’ until you want…”
I looked at Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho and spoke. I roughly got their opinions before Cha Song-jin came. The answer was one.
They said they’d leave it to Cha Song-jin himself.
“Do you want to join Weltschmerz? If not, the answer is the same as before. I’ll do my best to find a place for you to stay.”
It’s the same proposal as before, but if there’s anything different…
“But personally, I’d like it if you joined. Um, uh, I’m grateful this time. Um, thanks to you we all survived. Yeah, thank you.”
At my words of gratitude, Cha Song-jin’s cheeks turned red. With a flustered face, Cha Song-jin busily rolled his eyes.
So does that mean yes or no?
—It seems unreasonable to demand an answer in this situation too.
That’s right, anyone would be flustered if they suddenly woke up walking in midair and heard this question. I patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder and said:
“Think about it thoroughly and tell me.”
“Uh, yes!”
“Before that, if there’s anything you want to ask or anything like that, say it. Um, like requirements too.”
I did treat Cha Song-jin too badly until now. Still, if we’re going to accept him as an official member, shouldn’t something be different from before?
At my words, Cha Song-jin who had been pondering for a moment cautiously opened his mouth.
“If, if I join that organization! No, there’s something I want to make clear from now…”
“Yes?”
To bring this up right away. It seems there was something on his mind all this time. I immediately lent my ear to Cha Song-jin’s words.
“I know I’m older, so why, wh-why do you keep speaking informally…”
At Cha Song-jin’s words, I was at a loss for words. That’s all you wanted to say? Reading my expression, Cha Song-jin said:
“No! I’m clearly older, and, and you’re twenty-two! I’m twen- twenty-five ye-years old.”
His pronunciation became strange, perhaps from how he interpreted my gaze.
Right, certainly my physical body’s age is still twenty-two! But though my body got younger, my mind is the same! My mental age is over thirty! I don’t want to speak formally to a barely mid-twenties young kid!
…If I said that, they’d probably try to put me in a mental hospital. Isn’t there some appropriate excuse? Some cool excuse that would make it okay for someone young to match someone older than them.
“My mental age is a bit high.”
But I couldn’t find an appropriate excuse, and in the end, only such a terrible line came out of my mouth.
And at my terrible excuse, Han Seo-hyeon burst out in pure amazement.
“Wow, I’ve heard of transgender but this is my first time seeing transolder.”
I glared at Han Seo-hyeon. He’s not on the boss’s side!
“We agreed to speak informally to each other, so that’s fair, right?”
“Th-then what about titles…”
Damn! This is left too. I desperately racked my brain.
“Still, I’m kind of the boss! Yeah, there’s a boss position so it feels a bit off for me to call you hyung…”
I desperately thought of a suitable title. What should I say! What! Help me, fountain of knowledge!
—Well, I can’t think of any particular words either.
Damn, the fountain of knowledge dried up long ago!
After desperate thinking, I finally opened my mouth.
“Mr. Cha?”
—Oh my god.
My statement that came out after much consideration drew everyone’s criticism.
“Wow, that’s…”
Han Seo-hyeon looked at me as if he had nothing to say, Cha Song-jin asked me in shock ‘Is that the best you can do?’, and Kim Jae-ho…
No, even if he’s uninterested, how can he have the same expression as Edward who doesn’t understand this whole situation?
Seeing that nonchalant expression, I suddenly felt drained.
“Anyway, that’s not what’s important right now! We need to get out of here quickly!”
Ultimate subject change!
For now, we decided to think about Cha Song-jin’s title again later.
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At my words, everyone’s attention focused on me.
Han Seo-hyeon was the first to speak.
“So where are we going?”
“Las Vegas.”
[Las Vegas?]
Edward, who quickly reacted to the only word he could understand among words he didn’t understand, said:
[You’re thinking of going there? So close you could fall and your nose would touch it?]
I understand that reaction too. Certainly, going to Las Vegas after causing trouble here doesn’t seem like a good choice.
[No need to worry. I plan to move very quietly there.]
[No, you need to tell me what you’re going there for. Don’t tell me you’re planning to rob a casino? Well, I can understand wanting to rob a casino since you’re villains but… Oh! Damn. I feel like I’ve really become a robber? Th-that’s right. I’m a villain now…]
Pushing aside Edward, who started muttering to himself with a serious face about what he was thinking, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth.
“Why are you thinking of going there?”
“Since we’ve come this far, it would be too disappointing not to stop by there.”
“Are you saying we should leisurely do some sightseeing? Are you crazy?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin also nodded slightly while blinking his frightened eyes.
“I’m not crazy, I have my reasons. Since we’ve come this far, it feels a bit off to return empty-handed.”
“So you’re thinking of gambling there?”
As expected, his thoughts on gambling are similar to Ray’s. Hmm, I wonder if they really didn’t conspire together.
—This seems like a very universal thought that anyone with common sense ingrained in them would have.
‘If you say it like that, I become a strange person without common sense ingrained in me.’
—Fortunately, you at least have the intelligence to understand my words.
Well, if I said I’m out of funds so I’ll go to a casino and gamble once, normally people would shout asking if I’m crazy.
“Don’t worry, I’m quite knowledgeable about gambling.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon put his hand on his forehead with an expression that said he had a headache. Seeing that, Kim Jae-ho innocently asked:
“What’s wrong, are you sick somewhere?”
Seeing that face, Han Seo-hyeon tightly closed his eyes. It was a face that said there’s mountain after mountain.
Cha Song-jin, who had been quietly keeping his mouth shut, cautiously opened his mouth while looking around:
“Are you really thinking of going to gamble?”
I twitched my eyebrows at the strange way of speaking, as if he had forgotten we agreed to speak comfortably to each other.
“I said let’s speak informally.”
“Uh, yeah!”
Cha Song-jin nodded with a still bewildered face. Seeing the question in Cha Song-jin’s eyes, I shrugged my shoulders. I should properly explain the situation at least once before just recklessly going to Las Vegas.
I roughly explained my plan to everyone. Unfortunately, Edward, who can’t speak Korean, showed no signs of understanding at all, but it can’t be helped. I’m too lazy to say it again in English.
Anyway, the conclusion is…
“I’m not going to cause trouble, so there’s no need to worry.”
“…Anyone who hears that would think you’re going to cause trouble, you know?”
Is that so? It’s just an ordinary plan to punish scammers and steal their money. No one’s going to die, nothing’s going to be destroyed, I’m just going to quietly steal some money.
“I think I know what you’re thinking,”
Han Seo-hyeon who grumbled like that said to me:
“Anyway, let’s move quickly no matter what. At this rate, we’ll be discovered without even the benefit of making a dummy.”
Han Seo-hyeon is right.
“Quickly pack your things.”
As for what comes after, well, there’s someone I can leave it to, so it should be fine!
* * *
“The-the patient has disappeared!”
The caregiver watching Golden Day’s hospital room ran out of the room in surprise.
It wasn’t just ‘Mr. Cha’ in the ICU who disappeared from the hospital room. All of Golden Day disappeared from inside the hospital.
People who found out about this fact were flustered.
“There’s no way they ran away because they were afraid of the hospital bills. Even the great Taika Cooper said he’d pay for everything…”
The hospital staff who realized their disappearance immediately contacted the guardian. Norman Byron, who had been in charge of their agency, hurriedly rushed over at that contact.
“Wh-what do you mean they all disappeared?”
Norman’s happy future plans, dreaming of the wonderful days he would enjoy becoming their agency until just a few days ago, were shattered at that moment.
The Golden Day mercenary group, who became a hot topic by conquering an S-grade Gate as a C-grade mercenary group, disappeared without a trace.
Norman Byron sat down right there.
Because the stock he was holding literally became a piece of trash.
* * *
Before going to Las Vegas, we all changed our mask faces. We can’t go around with faces known to people around us.
The other members maintained East Asian faces, but I changed to a common white face in this area since I’ll be going in and out of casinos. Certainly, other races tend to stand out.
Maybe because it’s the first time I’ve had a foreign face even though I’ve changed faces many times before? The members seemed to find me particularly unfamiliar.
“What’s wrong with you all?”
“It definitely feels strange.”
“What exactly?”
“It feels like Mr. Alex walking around the middle of America suddenly speaking fluent Korean.”
[But doesn’t it seem quite plausible when I speak English like this?]
At my words, the members moved even further away from me. This somehow feels disappointing. I scratched my cheek.
Edward burst out in admiration at the face that changed in an instant.
[To be able to go around changing faces like this. It’s amazing!]
He’s free to admire, but it was really uncomfortable that he kept looking at his face in a hand mirror.
Doesn’t it look like an extreme narcissist!
“Ugh, I really hate the sight.”
For a moment I thought my inner thoughts had popped out. As expected, Han Seo-hyeon is merciless. I agree that Edward looking at his face with a hand mirror he got from somewhere while making a fuss is an unpleasant sight.
But what can we do? We agreed to go together for now.
Han Seo-hyeon who approached me closely opened his mouth as if whispering:
“If you’re thinking of vaguely adding that guy to our team this time too…”
“No, absolutely not this time. I told you. He’s a temporary native English teacher. Let’s just suck out his English skills and throw him away.”
“…You said something like that about Song-jin hyung too.”
“Song-jin ‘hyung’?”
“Well, he is older than me in fact. Are you really going to call him ‘Mr. Cha’?”
“I said I’ll think about the title a bit more.”
“…Geez.”
Han Seo-hyeon looked at me as if I was pathetic. What can I do if I can’t bring myself to call him hyung! I’m telling you I’m older!
“I won’t interfere, so do as you please.”
Han Seo-hyeon who clicked his tongue shortly summoned a staff in midair.
When Han Seo-hyeon thrust the huge staff into the ground, black sand gathered around. The sand that formed a small whirlpool soon merged into one and formed the shape of a giant bird.
[Wow, that’s really cool.]
Edward burst out in sincere admiration seeing the giant bird Han Seo-hyeon called. At that sight, the corners of Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth rose slightly. As expected, he’s weak to praise.
The giant bird Han Seo-hyeon summoned was sturdy enough to carry all of us without a problem. And its movements were much more natural. If you looked from far away, you might mistake it for a real living bird.
Certainly, should I say it feels like various ability stats have increased after passing the Deceiver’s trial?
Cha Song-jin awakened his ability in a completely different direction, and Han Seo-hyeon became able to call skeletons with self-awareness. And Kim Jae-ho became able to move more freely through the shadow realm.
‘I’ll have to check the exact details later, but somehow everyone seems to have grown a little since conquering that Gate.’
—You who actually suffered the most didn’t gain anything though.
‘I decided to just be grateful for safely overcoming this trial.’
I don’t feel particularly disappointed that I didn’t gain anything. Our members’ growth is also our team’s growth.
Late at night, we safely arrived at the MJ Hotel in Las Vegas.
Even among Las Vegas where world-class luxury hotels are gathered, it was magnificent from the lobby as a hotel famous for being the most popular.
We stood out particularly in our shabby clothes among people who looked rich at a glance.
I moved my steps unhesitatingly while receiving people’s gazes.
[I’m thinking of staying for about a week, do you have any suites available?]
At my words, a smile settled on the hotel employee’s face.
[The suite only has one twin bed so it might be uncomfortable for five people to stay, shall we connect the room right next to it?]
Kuk, I nodded at those words. When we rented the suite and the room attached next to it, an absurd amount of two million won came out just for one day’s accommodation fee.
When I was under Seol Rok-jin, I would have spent this money while snorting, but maybe because I’ve gotten used to ordinary citizen life for a few months, my lips dried up.
—To spend so much money just for sleeping…
‘This kind of money-wasting is essential to become a target for gambling scammers.’
Unable to present a proper identity now, this kind of ignorantly throwing money on the streets was the surest disguise method.
Just the fact that we’re staying on the top floor of this hotel will make everyone guess we’re someone with something.
‘If we don’t win money at the casino, we’ll have to sleep on the streets starting three days from now though.’
I got on the elevator following the hotel employee with my companions.
[I hope you have a good time.]
The hotel employee guided us directly to the front of the room. I opened the door with the key card and went inside.
[Wow.]
“Wow.”
Exclamations burst out among the companions who checked the room. Kim Jae-ho, who popped out of the shadow, lay down on the sofa with a nonchalant expression. Cha Song-jin sat down next to Kim Jae-ho, sticking his bottom to him while fidgeting. Han Seo-hyeon stuck to the window and his eyes shone looking at the beautifully spread night view outside the window.
A large living room with two bathrooms, two rooms. The suite equipped even with a dressing room was luxurious inside to the extent that its expensive price was understandable. The view was amazing too.
There were only three beds inside the suite, but since we also rented the room right next door, there was no problem with sleeping.
They said it was a connecting room, and when we opened one door, we could go directly to the next room.
“Seo-hyeon and Jae-ho. Mr… Song-jin will stay here. Edward and I will stay in that room.”
I decided to take on the role of watching Edward. After going around each room and designating beds, I said to the members:
“Everyone roughly wash up and get ready to sleep. Let’s rest well today for now.”
I conveyed the same content to Edward too. At my words, Edward asked with his hands clasped behind his head:
[Can I go to the hotel bar before sleeping today?]
[Why the hotel bar?]
At my question, Edward said:
[What else would I go to a bar for? To drink.]
I don’t know whether to praise that thick nerve of wanting to go drink even in this situation.
[I have money too so you don’t need to give me any.]
Edward who threw out words boldly muttered with a serious face shortly after:
[No, is it not enough? These places are very expensive, right?]
Though it is more expensive than ordinary bars, wasn’t he quite a successful mercenary?
At my gaze, Edward’s face reddened and he shouted:
[Th-that’s because I spent it all on food for your subordinate! Do you know how threatened my wallet was?]
[How much could our kid have eaten…]
[What? He ate at least ten portions per meal!]
Hmm, was that so? Though Kim Jae-ho’s stomach is a bit extraordinary… Even so, to say all his living expenses were spent on food costs.
He was poorer than he looked…
At my gaze, Edward burst out angrily:
[Forget it! I’ll go by myself.]
I caught Edward.
[I’ll go with you too.]
It wouldn’t be bad to hear that guy’s inner thoughts on this occasion.
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Arriving at the bar, Edward immediately ordered a beer.
[One for you too.]
At Edward’s words, I shook my head.
[No, I don’t drink.]
[What? Then why did you come along?]
[Just thought we could chat? We can have a conversation without drinking. Bartender, a cold water please.]
At my words, Edward made an expression of disbelief. I quietly took out my wallet from my inner pocket and waved it.
[And I thought I could be your wallet.]
Edward turned his head while holding the beer glass. Seeing that he didn’t refuse even while frowning severely, it seemed his pocket situation was quite bad.
I drank the cold water the bartender handed me.
Ray’s words came into my head.
—Is not drinking alcohol true, or is it just something you said to deceive that guy?
‘It’s not a lie. I actually can’t drink well. In fact, I’ve only drunk a few times.’
—That’s unexpected. Just listening to you talk, it wouldn’t be strange if you lived drowning in alcohol in your past life.
Certainly, it’s true that I was dragged to many entertainment venues. But even at those entertainment venues, I didn’t drink a single drop of alcohol. No, I couldn’t.
‘How could I eat what Seol Rok-jin told me not to eat? He said it hurt his pride for me, who was sane even to his brainwashing, to stagger from something like alcohol.’
There was that, and it seems he didn’t like me causing trouble while drunk. From what I heard from people around, I apparently made a fuss crying and grabbing Seol Rok-jin’s collar demanding he save Jeong Ho-san, it’s a wonder he didn’t kill me with that personality.
‘I was forbidden not only alcohol, but cigarettes and drugs too. He even took away the depression medication prescribed from the mental hospital.’
—You even went to a mental hospital?
‘Yes, because the situation was so shitty, I secretly went once. Just in case it might help a little.’
And I was caught and suffered all kinds of hell from Seol Rok-jin. He said if I had any troubles I should just tell him. How can he understand why I got a mental illness, he sure talks big.
‘Besides, I’ve seen so many drunk troublemakers. I’m thoroughly sick of alcohol.’
Whether past life or current life. I didn’t want to lose my reason getting drunk on alcohol.
Edward gulped down two beers in succession like water. Edward, who wiped his mouth, finally glanced at me cautiously.
[…What kind of talk did you want to have with me that you followed me all the way here?]
[You wanting to join our team, it’s not sincere, right?]
At my question, Edward shuddered with an exaggerated expression.
[Huh, wh-why do you think that?]
[People usually do anything when they fall into panic. You just rushed to us because we were in front of you, right? You don’t really have any desire to join our team. If you did, you would have asked what we do, what kind of guys we are. But you didn’t ask anything.]
At my words, Edward bit his lip.
[So what.]
Edward crumpled his face and said to me.
[If it’s not sincere, are you going to chase me away? It doesn’t matter, right? Whatever I want. I’m good at anything. Isn’t that what’s important? As far as I know, your industry always suffers from manpower shortages.]
[Unfortunately, our team is already full. And as I said, our team looks at personality. For that reason, we can’t take you in.]
[Damn. That damn personality.]
—Seeing him immediately spit out curses, it seems sufficient but…
I deliberately ignored Ray’s words and continued speaking.
[I told you. If you want, we’ll change your identity and help you settle in a new place. You don’t have to join us.]
Isn’t this a hundred times better choice than recklessly trying to become a half-baked villain? But the person in front of me wasn’t someone who would make such a sensible choice.
[Yeah, fine. Quietly finding a new life while holding my breath, that’s good. But that way I can’t become the most famous person in the world.]
[Is that your goal? To become the most famous person in the world?]
[…Yeah.]
Come to think of it, he did say he wanted to become a better person than Taika Cooper. So that was sincere.
[I’ve been running and suffering all this time for that…]
Giving advice when he’s all worked up like this, my words would just be like reading sutras to a cow’s ears.
Still, I have to ask this one thing.
[Why?]
[What?]
[Why did you want to become the most famous person in the world?]
There’s no ‘just because’ reason for such a goal. There must be an occasion that made him decide to grit his teeth and become the world’s best. I have a rough idea what that occasion is from the articles written about this guy, but still, I need to hear it directly from his mouth. That occasion.
At my question, Edward’s face hardened.
[I wondered why you followed me when you don’t even drink. Do you want to give me life counseling?]
[Isn’t this that kind of place? Where pitiful humans gather and spill out how their lives are the hardest.]
At my question, Edward twitched his eyebrows as if dumbfounded.
[Geez.]
Edward raised his finger and called the bartender. Then he ordered strong whiskey. Edward who downed the whiskey at once burst out laughing and said:
[Well, the whole world has come to know about my past, so there’s no reason to hide it now. It’s obvious. I have to become the world’s best, only then will that person regret missing out on me to death.]
Oh Seung-woo. That person is really a sinner too. I sipped my water at Edward’s words. Edward continued speaking.
[It’s really a trivial reason, right? But for me, that was my only goal.]
Though he says he wants to join our organization, there was no sincerity in Edward’s words.
That’s close to giving up no matter how you look at it.
If he had resented us like Cha Song-jin, it would have been better than this.
[Well, I’m not someone qualified to say this or that about someone else’s life, so I don’t have the right to say anything, but. Staking your life’s value on someone else doesn’t seem very good.]
Edward downed whiskey in succession at my words. Okay, he’s completely not in a state to listen.
[If you really want to join our organization, learn Korean at the very least.]
[You’re telling me to learn Korean?]
[Yes. There’s no way we can become a team if we can’t even communicate, right?]
[Well, if your guys learn English…]
[Didn’t you say you can do anything well? By the way, our organization’s main stage is Korea, and Korean is an essential condition. If you don’t like it, well, you’ll inevitably fail our organization’s interview…]
[I’ll learn! I can learn!]
Edward whose face turned bright red shouted. Ray asked as if dumbfounded.
—Are you serious?
I answered Ray’s words.
‘I have my reasons.’
—Somehow it doesn’t seem like a very good idea.
After finishing the conversation with Edward, I supported the guy who was staggering drunk. After checking the alcohol bill, I handed the card to the bartender with trembling hands.
‘I should never say I’ll buy that alcoholic drinks again.’
Alcohol is indeed the root of all evil.
* * *
The next morning. I went over to the suite and gathered everyone to make an important announcement.
“While I’m doing work, the rest of you will study here.”
“Study?”
“Yeah, we happened to get a native English teacher. It would be good to learn English on this occasion, right?”
Hiring Edward as a native English teacher wasn’t a joke. Learning English on this occasion would be useful for a long time.
“We have to make him do at least that much to be worth the alcohol money.”
“Alcohol money, not food money?”
Cha Song-jin asked that while tilting his head, but I deliberately ignored those words.
“And it’s not just English you’ll be learning.”
“What else are you telling us to learn from that guy?”
“Edward won’t be teaching. Everyone will take charge of one subject and teach.”
This is what I felt this time. Perhaps because they didn’t receive proper education when young, they’re lacking in many ways. Especially Kim Jae-ho’s Korean language skills, Korean language skills. Hmm, and Korean language skills.
Besides, if Edward teaches alone, there might be an imbalance.
—What imbalance?
‘He might get cocky being the only teacher.’
We can’t let him get cocky to our kids just because he’s good at English.
“I’d like Seo-hyeon to teach Korean to Edward and Jae-ho.”
“What? You’re telling me to teach Korean to that guy?”
“Yes.”
“I understand why we’re learning English, but why to him…”
“It’s better if everyone learns together.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s face didn’t seem to understand my explanation at all, but he soon nodded.
“And it would be good to have morality class too…”
At first I thought I would teach it, but unfortunately I had other work to do. Besides, it’s nonsense for me to discuss morality with someone with my pitch-black conscience that’s been corrupted to the fullest after sticking with Seol Rok-jin for about ten years.
Well, since I have Ray as an internal conscience, it’s not like I can’t do it, but it’s too bothersome to relay the words.
I thought about leaving morality to Han Seo-hyeon too, but Han Seo-hyeon didn’t seem like he’d be a very good morality teacher either.
Hidden by Kim Jae-ho, Han Seo-hyeon was actually a dangerous person too. Yeah, that’s right. Let’s not forget that Han Seo-hyeon suffers from skeleton contract addiction symptoms.
Anyway, morality is important, very important.
Anyway, the right person to take charge of that important class is…
“I’d like you to be the morality teacher.”
Cha Song-jin blinked while his shoulders shook greatly at my words.
“M-me?”
“Yes.”
I, Han Seo-hyeon, and Kim Jae-ho were people who acted faster than expected. Han Seo-hyeon might deny it, but Han Seo-hyeon has quite a reckless temperament too.
On the other hand, Cha Song-jin is timid. Being timid was a disadvantage, but also an advantage. It means he has time to think sufficiently before acting.
And that thinking makes Cha Song-jin a somewhat better person.
Because Cha Song-jin is a good guy.
“How could I…”
“You’re a good person. There’s no one more suitable than you to talk about what’s right and wrong, what shouldn’t be done. Even if it’s just very basic things, you can just say what you think is right.”
“But that, you guys are villains…”
“Yeah, we’ve killed some people. I know it’s bad. Still, you need to know it’s bad while doing it.”
Come to think of it, I feel like we’ve done quite terrible things to Kim Jae-ho. Well, we should teach him properly even now.
“Can I really teach?”
“You’re just the right person.”
I patted Cha Song-jin’s shoulder. I distributed memo pads I bought in the morning to everyone.
“Unfortunately we’ll have to make do with these until we get proper textbooks. For now, it would be good to start by making textbooks.”
“What kind of school makes textbooks by hand from the beginning?”
“Should I say it’s plausible homeschooling?”
“…I don’t think even homeschooling starts by making textbooks like this. And saying ‘plausible homeschooling’ sounds like something someone caught up in English worship would say.”
He kept my words from long ago about English worship. As expected, Han Seo-hyeon is narrow-minded.
“And what school changes teachers and students like this?”
“Life is meant to circulate originally. Knowledge is like that too. Hmm, there’s nothing absolute in knowledge. As a person, you should always make effoooorts to learn what you lack from others…”
“Your boss is avoiding with plausible words.”
I looked at Cha Song-jin in shock. Is that the same gentle Cha Song-jin? To say such words! Han Seo-hyeon, who was quietly looking at Cha Song-jin, casually threw out words.
“He’s your boss now too, you know?”
“Aha, that’s right.”
Should I say it’s fortunate their relationship has become so warm in the meantime?
Ahem, I cleared my throat and said while clapping my hands:
“Now, discuss and make a timetable, and think about how to do the classes. The morality teacher will take charge of communicating with Edward. You seem to be the most fluent in English.”
I could see Cha Song-jin fidgeting at my words, but I deliberately ignored it. After me, Cha Song-jin had the highest English ability here. It can’t be helped.
It was a question how Han Seo-hyeon was worse at English than Cha Song-jin who didn’t even go to school properly, but… it can happen. The saying that nothing is impossible in this world was true.
“And…”
“Wait, I have a question.”
Han Seo-hyeon raised his hand before my words ended.
“If Edward teaches English, I teach Korean, and Song-jin hyung teaches morality, what about Jae-ho hyung?”
Right, there was Kim Jae-ho. Kim Jae-ho was looking at me with his lips pouting.
The sight of him kicking the ground with his feet didn’t look good at all.
Hmm, I tried to ignore it but. I can’t ignore it anymore.
“Should we have our Jae-ho be the physical education teacher?”
“In this room?”
“Then, juggling?”
“I don’t want to die with holes in my body.”
“Okay, thinking about what Jae-ho can teach is also today’s task.”
“What is this! You’re just dumping it on us!”
I put on sunglasses while ignoring the complaints heard from behind.
“Everyone study hard, daddy will go earn money.”
—You’re just going to gamble, but you sure say it grandly!
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The MJ Hotel & Casino was built with funds from Major Malec and Justin Miller. It was truly a lazily named place, but even so, it was one of the top five largest hotels in the world.
I heard that before the Gate incident, it provided various attractions including a circus show considered the best in the world, but now all we could see was the fountain show every evening.
At best, there was a live band performing in the restaurant, but it was a shabby level compared to its former glory.
‘I wanted to see the circus in person too.’
—You didn’t see it in your past life either?
‘Well, the circus troupe disappeared.’
Half of the circus troupe awakened talents, apparently. The circus disbanded and a mercenary company was formed instead.
‘They’re quite famous. Under the name Fire Ring Mercenary Company.’
Tsk, that’s a shame.
Anyway, after experiencing the Gate incident, this was the only hotel still maintaining this scale in the depressed Las Vegas.
‘So I remember people saying their business acumen was amazing. Now that I know the reality, they were just propping up the hotel with various dirty deeds.’
—Is there more besides rigged gambling?
‘That’s just the tip of the iceberg.’
Before entering the casino, I stopped by the bathroom to change my face.
—Why are you changing your face?
‘Well, what I’m about to do doesn’t suit a future mark.’
Besides, casinos always keep an eye on customers who win money. There’s no benefit to having my face known.
To act like a big spender who can readily rent a suite room, I need to pretend to have a lot of money.
That means the image of going around small tables and raking in money is absolutely not good.
—So you’ll first win money with a different face, then lose that money with the mark’s face?
‘Well, something like that.’
—There’s a big hole in your plan. Are you really confident you can win money gambling at that casino?
‘Yes.’
Though Ray still seemed to doubt me, I was confident.
There were many people around the casino.
Hunters who finished conquering Gates around Utah and came here for sightseeing and rest, locals living nearby, gamblers who traveled far hoping to strike it rich.
Among them, the most noticeable were those belonging to the latter group. The so-called ‘ghosts of Las Vegas’ wandering around in shabby clothes, unwashed and filthy.
People who crawled here solely to gamble.
‘I heard such addicts weren’t even allowed to set foot in casinos in the past.’
As casino operations became difficult due to decreased tourists, casinos started pulling in even gambling addicts who bet their lives on it.
Those staggering into the casino in filthy states looked like a horde of zombies.
I followed them inside the casino.
As soon as I stepped inside, I was greeted by slot machines enticing people with flashy screens.
The area with slot machines could be divided into two main sections.
Slot machines installed in the central lounge area, and slot machines hidden behind pillars.
There weren’t many people at the slot machines in the middle area, but the ones behind pillars were packed with people.
Packed with ghosts.
Originally, Las Vegas casinos were designed for tourists to enjoy light gambling.
The betting limits were low, and the winning odds were set higher so many people could enjoy gambling lightly and win some money.
But after the Gates, casinos changed strategies to survive.
The slot machines in the middle of the hallway had a maximum bet of $10, but the ones behind pillars were different.
With minimum bets starting at $100, they were perfect for blowing a month’s salary in just a few spins.
The eyes of those glued to them didn’t look good. Without even washing properly, they just mechanically pressed the buttons on the slot machines.
—Is this really okay?
Ray said this because the appearance of the people sticking to the slot machines behind pillars was not good.
‘These are people who have hit rock bottom in life.’
Like moths drawn to dazzling flames, they fly towards the fire even as their lives burn.
A man who saw money pouring out of a slot machine shouted with an excited face. The gazes of people spinning slots with dead eyes turned to the man.
1,500x. An unbelievable profit burst out at once. It’s unclear exactly how much the man won, but even if he only bet the minimum $100, he made the insane sum of $150,000 in one game.
This is the scary thing about this dazzling hell. It deceives people into thinking they can gain something here.
The slot machine spit out a ticket with the winning amount. If he took that ticket to the ATM, he could go home with his winnings.
But instead of taking the ticket home, the man immediately inserted it back into the machine.
—Why? He just won money, so why is he sitting there again?
‘He’s thinking of betting the money he won again.’
—But winning like that must be rare, right? If he plays again, it’s obvious he’ll lose it all…
‘If he was someone who could think rationally like that, he wouldn’t be pulling the slot machine lever there now.’
—Are you planning to use that to make money too?
‘No. Absolutely not.’
There’s nothing more foolish than trusting machines designed for the casino’s victory.
—This casino. It seems the problem isn’t just rigged gambling…
‘Well, we can’t just destroy all of that.’
—So you’re just going to watch those idiots sit there and burn their entire lives?
‘As long as those slot machines are here, no matter what we say to persuade them, it’s useless.’
Gambling is something that can never be quit by one’s own will.
‘And to be honest, I’m not sure if I should save them.’
They chose gambling among the many choices available to them, and chose to burn their lives here of their own accord.
‘Honestly, seeing people like that makes me want to vomit.’
—It’s unexpected for you to say something like this.
‘What? I told you, I’m quite cold-blooded.’
I like people who live diligently. Those who desperately do their best to protect their lives somehow. Those who just live hard without any sin.
Even protecting such people is too much for my short life.
I have no intention of saving gambling addicts like that.
Of course, they’ll have plenty of excuses. But it doesn’t change the fact that they chose the path of ruining their lives with their own hands.
—So trash like that isn’t worth saving?
‘While someone is desperately wishing to live even one more day, people like that…’
I frowned.
‘That’s enough. That’s not what’s important right now.’
I moved past the slot machine corner.
Unlike the slot machine area, a slightly more formal-looking space appeared. An employee waiting to divide the space made eye contact with me.
“Hello. How may I help you?”
“It’s a casino. Obviously I came to play games.”
“To participate in games inside, you need to wear this bracelet.”
At the employee’s words, I silently held out my hand. The employee fastened the bracelet on my wrist. As I fiddled with my wrist, the man explained some simple precautions.
The artifact shaped like a bracelet was designed so that if an ability was used, the sensor in the middle would detect it and light up.
There was a rule that to participate in table games, you had to always keep your arms visible.
It was a natural measure for the casino that had to manage fair games, but it didn’t feel very good.
Still, I understood.
The problem is that there’s a group that takes advantage of this trust to cheat after telling customers ‘From here on, you can enjoy games without worrying that the person in front of you will use talents to fleece you’.
After putting on the bracelet, I charged some money. A light $3,000.
This artifact substitutes for my funds inside. Funds can be freely charged to this bracelet, and withdrawals are also freely possible through machines set up inside.
It was a function that replaced the cash tickets output by slot machines. There was no need to carry chips around anymore.
The scene in movies of shouting ‘All in!’ and pouring out stacked chips has all become a thing of the past.
‘The casinos in movies were a hundred times cooler.’
These days there’s no romance, no romance.
—You talk as if you lived in that era.
‘It was an era without Gates. Anything would be better than now.’
I walked forward, shaking the bracelet.
Unlike those sitting dead in front of slot machines, there was life in the faces of those seated at tables.
It’s strange considering the stakes exchanged here are several times that of the slot machines outside.
‘They probably all came out of curiosity. There’s no one who’s bet their life on gambling.’
Unlike gamblers who cling to slot machines all day without work, most of the people here were tourists who stepped in out of curiosity.
Either successful hunters, or wealthy people with free time who came here to kill time.
Blackjack, poker, roulette, hold’em.
Various games were being played simultaneously at over ten tables. Though there were nearly a hundred people visible in the wide open space, it didn’t feel cramped because the area was so large.
Appropriate half-walls and partitions were installed in between, so games could be enjoyed quite privately despite being in an open space, which was also an advantage.
I stood near the outermost poker table. Texas Hold’em, the most popular poker in America, was being played. Texas Hold’em is poker where you make hands by combining five community cards shared by all with two private cards, so it was easy to guess each other’s hands since the cards were shared in front of the dealer.
In other words, it means reading each other’s expressions is more important than anything else in this game, though skill is also important.
The game was in full swing. There were nine people participating in the game. Four women, five men.
They all seemed close, as if belonging to the same guild.
There were four people still holding cards halfway through this round. Five had folded, thrown away their cards, and the one leading the game was a woman with black hair tied tightly back in a ponytail, Nikki.
“Nikki, are you really going to bet half here?”
“Yeah. I got a good hand, a really good hand.”
At Nikki’s words, the man frowned. The pot had already exceeded $4,000. Since Nikki called ‘half’, even just calling would require betting $2,000. It was certainly a burdensome amount if you didn’t have a definite hand.
“I’m out here.”
The man put his cards down and shook his head.
Now there were only three people left.
The woman who received Nikki’s gaze raised her finger.
“I call.”
“I call too. Damn, I can’t die here. I really need to see with my own eyes if you really have an amazing hand, or if it’s just a bluff.”
At the two people’s words, Nikki burst out laughing.
“Alright.”
Nikki glanced at me and opened her mouth.
“We have a new spectator here too. I should show a cool performance.”
Everyone agreed to the raised pot. The pot amount displayed on the hologram in the middle of the table had already reached eight thousand. The dealer’s eyes turned to Nikki again.
Nikki shouted.
“Raise, half.”
At those words, the faces of the two people sitting across crumpled as if they had bitten into a bug.
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“What kind of hand do you have to raise so recklessly, huh?”
“I can’t tell you that.”
At Nikki’s words, the woman’s face crumpled like she was about to cry.
—Either she really has a terrible hand…
‘Or she’s a really excellent actor.’
I can’t say for sure since I don’t know these people’s personalities. The woman who frowned as if forced to eat something bitter cursed and called Nikki’s bet.
“Damn. Call.”
And the other man sitting next to her…
“I’m out here.”
He immediately threw away his cards.
“You said we’d go to the end earlier!”
“Sorry, Lia. I feel like I might blow all our dividends at this rate.”
Now only two people were left. Nikki and Lia. Nikki looked at Lia with an inscrutable smile. Watching that, Lia tapped her nails. Though her face was clearly anxious to anyone looking, you shouldn’t trust expressions completely at a gambling table.
“Revealing the last card.”
With the dealer’s words, the last card was laid on the table.
The cards revealed in front of the dealer were 2 of clubs, Jack of clubs, 4 of diamonds, King of clubs, Ace of hearts.
Now they just had to complete their hands with the two cards in their hands.
But in poker, you can’t know who won until the cards in your hand are revealed.
The dealer’s gaze turned to Nikki.
“Please, stop raising now.”
At Lia’s words, Nikki smiled and shouted.
“Half.”
She raised half the pot in one go again.
“Damn, why are you acting so strong?”
At Lia’s words, Nikki twitched her eyebrows and said:
“This time I really am strong, you know?”
“You said that last time and it was just one pair.”
“That’s what makes this game fun. Is it really a strong hand this time, or am I bluffing again?”
“Fine, damn it! Let’s see. Call.”
Lia accepted Nikki’s challenge. With all betting finished, it was time to open the cards.
Lia showed her cards first.
Placing down a 3 of hearts and 5 of diamonds, Lia said in a trembling voice:
“2, 3, 4, 5, A. It’s a straight.”
The man next to Lia who saw the completed hand whistled and cheered.
“Woohoo! Looks like you didn’t get dragged along for nothing.”
“O-of course!”
The corners of Lia’s eyes crinkled.
“Now Nikki, show your hand. I’m dying to know what amazing hand you have.”
At those words, Nikki grinned and put down the cards in her hand.
“Oh dear.”
The cards she put down were 3 of clubs and 6 of clubs. Combined with the clubs in front of the dealer, that made five clubs! A flush completed.
“Oh, damn…”
Though Lia’s hand wasn’t bad, it couldn’t beat a flush. Looking at Lia’s dumbfounded expression, Nikki said:
“Sorry about that. That’s why I said I was really strong this time.”
Nikki shook her bracelet. The chips piled on the table were sucked towards Nikki’s hologram.
As the round ended and the dealer collected and arranged the cards, Nikki’s gaze turned to me standing blankly beside the table.
“By the way, who’s this spectator?”
With Nikki’s words, everyone seated at the table looked at me at once.
Nine pairs, no, including the dealer, ten pairs of eyes in total. I smiled slightly as I met their gazes.
Curiosity, annoyance, irritation, indifference… Though what was in each person’s eyes differed, their question was the same.
So why are you here?
“This table looked particularly fun.”
“If you like noisy things, I guess so. As you can see, we’re all from the same guild. We prefer playing poker noisily rather than quietly.”
Nikki’s words were essentially a warning.
We’re all on the same side, so is there any reason for an outsider like you to butt in here?
“I kind of like that sort of thing.”
I added as I sat down in an empty chair.
“Playing the villain role and such?”
At my words, not just Nikki but the people around burst out laughing.
“You’ll be the villain for us?”
“I don’t know if I’ll be the villain or the mark. Though I may look sloppy, I’m quite the poker enthusiast.”
“We saw someone talented at bluffing earlier.”
Nikki’s eyes flashed.
“I’ll do as you wish. Let’s play an entertaining game.”
With my words, the game began. The pot started at $200. The casino’s commission rate was 8%. With ten people gathered, $2,000 was collected from the first bet.
It was certainly a big game. 8% commission on such a big game. The casino must rake in an enormous amount of money after just a few rounds.
First round. I got a decent hand and died at an appropriate point. Nikki twitched her eyebrows at my lukewarm play in the first round.
“For someone who said they’d be the villain, that was a disappointing performance.”
Instead of answering, I smiled and tapped the table. It meant let’s move on to the next game.
The game moved to the next round.
Five rounds in total. Nikki dominated the game, becoming the winner in three of them. And I lost all five rounds in a row.
I lost about $2,000, but it was a worthwhile investment.
Because with those five rounds, I roughly grasped the characters of those seated here.
Nikki was the one leading the atmosphere of this poker game. And as we saw earlier, Lia was easily swept along. The man named Jude who quickly folded unless he got a really good hand. And Philip who made unpredictable bets. These four were the opponents to pay attention to.
The rest were so unenthusiastic in their betting it was obvious they were just there to fill seats.
Nikki spoke to me who had lost all five previous rounds with timid betting.
“Are you a bit of a coward?”
“I’m just a bit of a slow starter.”
“I don’t know about being a slow starter, but you looked like a terrible poker player.”
“Yes, that’s how it should be.”
Before these people get completely fed up with me. I received cards from the dealer.
Ace of clubs and King of diamonds. Not a bad hand.
Before the dealer reveals cards, the first betting round begins. Jude, who was first in the betting order, lightly tapped the table and said:
“Check.”
It was a choice befitting the timid Jude.
This was Jude’s personality as confirmed over the past five rounds:
A timid person who absolutely never bluffs.
The word ‘absolutely’ is dangerous in this kind of game, but Jude was an exception. Thanks to that, Jude was treated as easy prey, but even knowing that, he didn’t think of changing his betting.
Because his thoughts were too obviously revealed on his face.
Next to bet was Lia.
If I had to define Lia in one word, ‘impulsive’ would be appropriate.
“Half.”
“Got a good hand?”
“Who knows?”
The first betting round ended with everyone calling Lia’s raise. Either everyone’s hands weren’t great, or they wanted to feel things out, as there was no additional betting.
The dealer revealed three cards.
10 of hearts, Queen of diamonds, Ace of spades.
For now, two pairs with the Ace of spades.
10, A, K, Q. If any Jack came out regardless of suit, I could aim for a mountain, the seventh highest hand.
Betting began. Unlike earlier when everyone timidly watched each other, there was quite some energy in the game.
“Half.”
The first bet was half. Then calls followed, and the pot was raised again by a quarter. And I too added fuel to this heat.
“Half.”
With my words, everyone’s gazes focused on me.
Of course, all I had done in the past five rounds was just call or fold.
“What, did you really get a good hand?”
“Or maybe you changed strategies after experiencing the past five rounds.”
“Urgh!”
The order returned to the person who first called half. Though it had only gone around once, the pot had already become twenty times what it was initially.
$40,000. Some clicked their tongues at the pot that had swollen in an instant.
“I fold here.”
“What, I thought you had something when you called half earlier.”
At Lia’s words, Jude glanced at me and said:
“I saw someone who seems to have more than me.”
Following Jude’s fold, the so-called ‘no effort trio’ declared folds in succession. They snickered while side-eyeing Nikki and me.
Nikki shrugged and said:
“I’ll call for now.”
Following Nikki who indicated she wouldn’t raise further, Lia also called to accept my provocation.
“Quarter.”
“You’re doing this?”
But the man who had been quiet until now raised the pot once more with a quarter. And the order returned to me…
“Half.”
I called half. Nikki’s eyebrows twitched.
The pot instantly swelled to $60,000, and Lia started to look burdened.
“Planning to burn everything on this round and disappear?”
“That’s not a bad idea.”
“You must have really gotten a good hand. Or it’s a terrible bluff.”
While Nikki was saying that, another person threw away their cards, and Lia called my raise with an uncomfortable expression.
“I call too.”
With betting finished like that, a card was placed in front of the dealer.
The card laid was Jack of spades.
The mountain was completed.
I confidently called half, and after that was a continued fight of Nikki’s defense and Lia being dragged along. The man who had followed with a quarter to my half earlier declared a fold this round.
The woman who said her goal was to see Nikki and Lia’s troubled faces by raising the pot snickered while drinking champagne.
Indeed, as that woman intended, Nikki and Lia wore uncomfortable expressions. Lia eventually threw her cards in the middle.
When the last turn came, only Nikki and I were left.
“I wanted to throw in the middle too, but I had to figure out what was inside you who kept calling half like that.”
On the last turn, Nikki said that while throwing down two pairs. And I showed my completed hand to everyone.
“A mountain!”
“That is a good hand.”
Nikki twitched her eyebrows at me who swept up over $100,000 at once.
“Okay, so you’re this type.”
The game continued after that. I won three rounds in a row after that, sometimes with bluffs, sometimes with real hands.
“Huh…”
“Th-that was ridiculous just now.”
In the round where four ‘clubs’ were laid in front of the dealer. In that situation where anyone could make a flush with just one club in hand, what mattered was the psychological battle, and I became the winner of that battle.
“Even I who’ve eaten from the same pot for 5 years am this confused, how on earth did you read us?”
Nikki said incredulously to me who swept up $200,000.
“I’m just quite good at reading expressions.”
“You figured us out with the first five rounds?”
“It could just be luck too.”
“No way.”
Nikki who fought with me to the very end said that while pouting her lips.
My victories continued after that.
The round where timid Jude charged in. Nikki declared a fold early, and the people left were me, Lia, and Jude.
Jude called half unhesitatingly from the start. The obvious pattern only shown when a really good hand comes in.
Others all noticed that and left the game early. Lia also hesitated until the fourth card was laid in front of the dealer, but escaped before the fifth card was laid.
Jude glanced between his cards and me while gulping.
A match left with just the two of us. Jude’s thoughts were clearly readable.
It’s a face worried about what cards might be in my hand that keeps raising without hesitation, even though the cards in his own hand are good.
‘Strange, everyone else dropped out. He won’t not know that I have a good hand in my hand, when he was reading our thoughts so well. Could he really have something?’
These kinds of thoughts must be going through Jude’s mind if I read him. Jude watched with an expression like he was about to cry, but eventually called fold.
“Please, can’t you just show me what cards you had in your hand?”
Originally revealing cards isn’t obligatory. But since he asks like that, I guess I’ll show my cards once.
I laid my cards down for everyone to see.
“Two pair.”
“You beat my straight with just two pair?”
“Well, yeah…”
Everyone wore expressions like they’d been had.
“Damn it.”
At Jude’s cry, I shrugged my shoulders. Nikki sitting next to Jude burst out laughing.
“Haha, that’s why you should have gone to the end like me! Losing to two pair with a straight! I’m disappointed, Jude.”
“No, but his expression looked just like he had something… No, I was sure of it.”
Jude’s face was half dazed.
“To think it was a bluff.”
Sadly, I’ve already figured you out.
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It’s not like I always made such ridiculous bluffs like now. When I got bad hands, I died early, and there were times I threw away my cards in the middle after seeing the hand unravel.
But overall…
It was a win rate that could be called truly overwhelming.
—How are you this good?
‘To lie well, you need to read the other person well. You decide your words and actions based on that information. And then you figure it out. What words work, what actions can shake the other person.’
—Huh, but these are people you’re seeing for the first time today?
‘Reading untrained civilians is obvious.’
For me, who had to read other people’s minds several times when pushed into extreme situations, the environment on this table was incomparably comfortable.
They weren’t trained agents who had learned to hide their emotions, and there were quite a few people whose emotions were plainly visible on their faces.
Some maintained a decent ‘poker face’, but even so.
‘There’s something called micro-expressions. It’s an expression that momentarily appears on the face when facing a situation, and few people can capture that expression. Even if not the face, there are also things shown behaviorally.’
Texas Hold’em, where five community cards are laid in front of the dealer, is a game dominated by psychological warfare as there’s a lot of information revealed. It’s like playing poker while looking at the answer sheet, so there’s no way I can lose unless I get tired of it.
In other situations, the atmosphere might have turned ugly with an outsider sweeping up money, but fortunately, the atmosphere at this table was still good.
Though they did grumble with sullen faces asking ‘Are you really not a professional gambler?’ every time they lost money, it was thanks to Nikki who didn’t show any unpleasant signs.
Additionally, the words thrown by guild members who liked Nikki played a big role in livening up the atmosphere.
“You said you’d play the villain role, and you’re really doing it.”
“I was already being fleeced clean before the villain came.”
“Aha! The villain then was Nikki!”
“You’re all members of the guild I created, you know?”
Laughter burst out again at Nikki’s words.
—Is it okay for the atmosphere to be this friendly when they’re being fleeced by you?
‘That’s what I’m saying.’
Maybe it’s because they’re not people whose purpose is money to begin with. But I can’t stay here forever.
When the number of rounds I won started to exceed two hands, I got up from my seat. Nikki’s eyes narrowed at my action.
“What, are you going to leave after winning?”
“Yes.”
At my words, Nikki said with her lips pouted:
“You said you’d play the villain role. Shouldn’t the hero defeat the villain at the end in the usual picture?”
“That might be the case if this was a fairy tale, but you know. In reality, villains always slip away at the right time. So I’ll stop here.”
“That’s such a plausible answer, it’s ridiculous.”
“That’s right.”
Following Lia and Jude’s words, the guild members seated around the table started throwing words at me one by one.
“It was fun anyway.”
“Yeah, it’s been a while since ‘that’ Nikki got fleeced like this.”
“Haha! Right. It was so damn funny when she said let’s go to the death earlier but ended up folding.”
A guild member who burst out laughing greeted me.
“Hope we can see you again next time.”
“Though Nikki might not welcome it.”
“You’re all teasing me so excitedly!”
“Think about how you’ve been fleecing us all this time. Justin and Gerick still don’t understand poker rules!”
“I do understand.”
“Would someone who understands hold onto American Airlines and die?”
“It means our ‘villain’ until now was Nikki.”
Nikki’s lips protruded further and further as she listened to those words.
—I don’t know how we can just leave, but how those people plan to handle that karma while making such a fuss.
‘I should quickly escape before the atmosphere gets worse.’
I smiled brightly and waved my hand.
“Haha, then I’ll be going…”
“Wait a moment!”
Nikki got up from her seat with wind-like speed and grabbed my wrist. It was so fast that I could almost see afterimages for a moment.
Seeing that the bracelet didn’t light up, this was pure physical ability.
I looked at Nikki’s hand holding my wrist. Nikki quickly let go at my gaze.
“What is it?”
“Will you come here tomorrow too?”
At Nikki’s words, I rolled my eyes.
“Why are you asking that?”
“Because I really want to beat you at least once tomorrow.”
Has her competitive spirit been awakened? She doesn’t seem like the type to play games just to win originally.
It seems her desire to win was ignited because of her guild members teasing her.
“I also watched your face very carefully today.”
Nikki’s eyes thoroughly scanned my face. It wasn’t sexual interest. Her eyes were blazing with the will to beat me.
“Well, if I fleece your table again tomorrow, I feel like I’ll really become a villain…”
“If you’re worried about my friends, don’t be. They would have been fleeced by me anyway even if it wasn’t you.”
“Is that okay?”
They maintain friendships well despite being fleeced like that every time.
At my question, Nikki rolled her eyes and said:
“I’ll just reduce the tribute they have to pay to the guild next month.”
“Is it okay to run a guild like that?”
As if my words were very displeasing, Nikki frowned and ignored my question to ask me:
“Will you do it or not?”
“I don’t mind, but…”
It seems Nikki alone lost several hundred million won to me today, but she’s asking for a rematch just because she wants to beat me once.
Well, poker games are just play for them. No matter how much money is at stake.
“Let’s meet here tomorrow, after lunch.”
“Okay.”
Only after I reluctantly promised to come here again tomorrow did Nikki let me go.
I heard guild members whistling and saying something to Nikki from behind, but I deliberately pretended not to hear.
—Are you planning to fleece them again tomorrow?
‘I should.’
That money must be pocket change for successful hunters in America.
‘I should play along sincerely like with someone.’
—What’s with that sarcastic remark?
‘Maybe I’m going through puberty.’
—Isn’t it more like a midlife crisis?
‘But my body is still young.’
—Your words. So what are you dissatisfied with? Does it bother you that that woman is trying to manipulate you?
I shrugged my shoulders.
To be honest, I don’t particularly dislike types like Nikki. What reason is there to dislike people who have grasped success with their own abilities and shine brightly without trying to hide that success?
It’s just that I don’t quite like this casino space.
‘Just a few steps away from there, you find people who have dedicated their entire lives to gambling. When I see people who can view all this as play while spending dozens of times more money than them…’
It makes me think there’s something wrong with this world.
Those thoughts were brief. Standing in front of the employee, I held out my bracelet.
“Please settle the account.”
Hmm, the bracelet is so heavy I can barely lift my hand.
—It doesn’t seem like anything has changed though.
‘As I said, casinos in the past were much better.’
No matter how much money I earn, it doesn’t feel like I’m earning! I smiled at the employee looking at me with surprised eyes.
The money I earned in that short time was 1.3 billion won.
‘It’s an excessive amount for just playing poker for a while.’
* * *
Coming out of the casino, the sky dyed in sunset greeted me. I enjoyed the game without realizing how time passed.
In any case, that game was quite fun.
‘I should hang out with Nikki’s group until tomorrow, and then start acting like a mark in earnest from the day after.’
I need to spread some tasty bait around me for them to come try to hook me.
As I was moving my feet to return to my companions, a child sitting in front of the casino entrance caught my eye.
It was a Hispanic child wearing filthy clothes. He looked barely ten years old. My feet stopped the moment I saw that small back of the head.
There’s only one reason for such a young child to come to a casino. His guardian must be inside.
Since children are forbidden from entering the casino, he must be waiting out here with no choice.
From the looks of it, he seemed to have been abandoned by his guardian for quite some time.
—For such a young child…
Even Ray, who would usually scold me for meddling again, couldn’t continue speaking at the child’s appearance.
‘This is why I hate gamblers.’
They forget what’s really important to them and cling to just one thing.
In my current situation, there’s no way I can take care of that child.
I need to go back and take care of our kids right away.
That’s what reason whispered to me, but faced with the dirty child, I just couldn’t bring myself to leave.
“Haah.”
I ended up walking towards him.
“What are you doing here, kid?”
“…None of your business.”
“I do have business. If I find out a kid like you is in a place like this, you see. A regular citizen like me can’t gamble comfortably in that casino.”
“Why? You’re not related to me.”
“Because the people who are related to you aren’t doing anything.”
At my words, the kid’s face crumpled up.
“So what?”
He seems like a prideful type at a glance. The type who would choose to steal the Good Samaritan’s wallet rather than rely on their pity.
So I casually threw words at him.
“Want to do a part-time job?”
“I don’t do ‘that kind of thing’.”
Whatever he thought of my words, no, however many times he’s heard such proposals before, the kid’s eyes changed immediately.
“What?”
“I’ll scream if you come any closer, so you better know that.”
My mouth gaped open in disbelief. The child moved a couple steps away from me.
“No, you misunderstand. I absolutely don’t do that kind of thing. No, what kind of person do you take me for.”
“Ha. Ha. Such believable words.”
I was at a loss for words at the prickly reaction that was unbelievably harsh for a ten-year-old kid.
—Damn bastards. What on earth were they trying to do to this child?
‘That’s what I’m saying.’
Thanks to that, only good people like me who purely want to help the child end up in trouble.
I obediently stepped back. Trying to approach further here would only make things worse.
—So you’re planning to just leave that child like that?
‘For types like that, one warm hot dog works better than a hundred words.’
I went to a nearby food truck. I ordered two hot dogs. One with lots of jalapeños, one mild without jalapeños.
I returned with the hot dogs and sat down in front of the kid.
“What is it?”
“You see, mister has a disease where he can’t eat alone. I brought it exactly as they sell it over there, so don’t say strange things like I put something weird in it.”
It’s the food truck right in front. If you were watching me, you’d know I didn’t do anything strange.
I smiled at the hand that quickly snatched the hot dog from me.
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Though his eyes still showed suspicion, he must have been too hungry to refuse the hot dog.
I wanted to tell him to wash his dirty hands before eating the hot dog, but I’d better skip that or who knows what curses I’d hear from this kid.
I plopped down next to him. His eyes went to my spotless suit pants and then to the hot dog in his hand.
“I won’t follow you even if you buy me things like this.”
“I told you, this mister has a disease where he can’t eat alone…”
“You expect me to believe that lame lie?”
“It’s easier on your mind to believe it, isn’t it?”
Pity or whatever. Thinking about the meaning behind my actions will only make you feel more miserable. At my words, the child quietly lowered his head.
While the child wolfed down the hot dog, I sat quietly beside him and tasted mine. The handmade sausage with a nice snap, mayonnaise sauce, and jalapeños cutting through the richness here and there blended perfectly for an amazing taste.
‘I should buy a few more to take home.’
—I thought you were going to say something grandiose.
‘I won’t.’
A hot dog is just a hot dog. I saw a hungry child and bought him a hot dog. That’s all.
I wanted to end it at that. I thought I could end it at that.
Until I saw the kid rewrapping the hot dog after eating only half.
“I can buy you another one.”
“It might be not today.”
His words left me speechless. He was already preparing for when I wouldn’t be around.
“It’s hard when your stomach grows.”
To the kid saying that while scrunching his nose, I found myself asking without thinking:
“Why are you here?”
At my words, the child who was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand glanced at me.
“Why are you asking?”
“Are you going to leave without paying after eating the hot dog?”
“That! I helped you because you have a disease where you can’t eat alone, right?”
“Did I say that?”
Adults are petty and mean. I said to the kid glaring at me with a face full of resentment:
“It’s better for you to just tell me your circumstances than to spit out what you’ve eaten.”
“Why do you want to hear my situation?”
Why do young kids care so much about reasons? Why, why do you want to know about me? I feel like I’ve heard these words dozens of times.
The reason was always the same.
“I’m a bit of a busybody.”
At my words, the kid sighed and said:
“The stories of kids here are all the same.”
It was too bitter a sentence to come from the mouth of a kid barely over ten.
Right, the stories of kids sitting in places like this are all the same. I turned my gaze from him to look at the sky. The sky dyed in sunset was damn pretty, unfitting for this situation.
“Who’s inside there?”
“Dad.”
“How many years has it been?”
“I don’t know, they say he’s been holed up in there since I was born and never comes out.”
“And you still wait?”
“He comes out when the money runs out.”
The kid who dropped his head to his knees said:
“So he’ll come out soon.”
That voice was particularly weak, making my heart ache. How long has this child been waiting here? And how much longer will he have to wait?
—Was this child’s father among those guys by the pillars earlier?
‘That’s right.’
He probably knows the child is waiting here too. He knows but doesn’t care. Because the most important thing to him is the slot machine in front of him.
“Don’t you hate the person inside?”
At my words, the kid scrunched his nose.
“I hate him, but what can I do? He’s all I have.”
“You know, people in there don’t change. No matter how desperately you wait for that person here, it means he won’t come back to you.”
It was a cruel thing to say. At my words, the child clenched his fists. Looking at him gritting his teeth so hard his jaw trembled, I continued:
“If you’re just here because you have nowhere else to go, no one to rely on…”
“I know. I know, but I’m waiting because I want to. Because I like Dad.”
The child’s words caught in my throat. Right, children have only one world.
No matter what shape the world given to them is, children don’t want to leave that world.
And the name of that world is parents.
Though the kid’s eyes looked unbelievably tired for a child, they held unmistakable affection for his father.
“So I’m not going.”
“Afraid I might do something strange?”
“No, afraid I might never see my dad again.”
At those words, I thought of Xie Haozhu.
What on earth is this thing called a parent, to make such irrational judgments?
Am I the strange one for losing my parents at a very young age and never thinking about them even once?
‘…I don’t know what to do when I hear words like this.’
In Zie Haozhu’s case, the decision was easy.
I knew her, and I knew her future. So I chose to interfere appropriately, volunteer as the villain, and save her.
But I don’t know this kid, and I don’t know his future.
‘And I don’t have confidence to take responsibility.’
Unlike Xie Haozhu who had the power to protect herself, this kid is just a kid.
He’ll need someone’s help. Not someone like me, but a really good person.
‘If only he was a slightly more cunning child, it would have been easier.’
If he was someone who could think of trying to use me appropriately. If so, I wouldn’t be worrying like this.
Seeing this kid who’s soft inside despite looking rough, I just don’t know what to do.
—What are you thinking of doing?
At Ray’s words, I quietly took a breath.
‘Well, it’s not like he could believe some suddenly appearing mister saying he’ll save his life.’
—If it’s you, you could go inside and drag out that guy who’s supposedly his father.
That’s right. With my abilities, it’s definitely possible.
Finding the child’s father and returning the existence of a father to this child.
‘I don’t want to do that though.’
—What?
‘I won’t save this child’s father.’
Even if that’s what this kid wants most. I absolutely won’t return the existence of a father to this kid.
‘I think there are people in this world who are better off disappearing. This child’s father is one of them.’
My lies can completely change someone’s life, but even so, they can’t change the underlying nature itself.
You hate gambling, you never return to this casino again. Even if I deceive that guy with such words, implant suggestions and change his life…
‘He’ll end up wandering in search of pleasure. Gambling will just change to something else. The so-called drugs or such.’
Is there meaning in rehabilitating a person who will eventually fall back into corruption?
—Even if that child’s only wish is for his father to return?
‘It’s better not to have one.’
Such a person.
‘The sooner he becomes independent from that bad guy, the better for that child.’
He may not realize it yet, but soon this child will realize too. That abandoning his father is the way for him to live.
Even if he goes through painfully harsh growing pains, he needs to realize and become strong on his own.
Until then, there’s only one thing this meddlesome mister can do.
“Here, for now.”
“What is it?”
“Payment for eating with me.”
I handed the child $100.
“Buy some food with that. And wash up.”
“You said earlier you never said such things to me…”
“The hot dog was separate.”
“Ha.”
The kid who looked dumbfounded soon accepted the money I gave.
“Thank you.”
“Don’t give it to your father.”
“You think I’m stupid?”
Seeing the child quickly stuffing the money I gave into his sock, I got up.
“Your butt…”
The child’s eyes went to my butt. The clean suit pants were now stained with dirt. I brushed off my butt.
“It’s fine.”
“B-but still…”
“Thanks for eating with me.”
At my words, the child’s eyes wavered.
“Take care.”
“Oh, okay.”
With those final words, I moved my feet. Ray’s voice echoed in my head.
—You’re going to leave like this?
‘What else? Should I forcibly take that kid?’
The child won’t abandon his father. I could forcibly make the kid forget his father or make him leave his father, but…
‘There’s only one thing a meddlesome mister can do. Just buy a damn delicious hot dog.’
Just because the child is pitiful doesn’t mean I can just pick him up.
If he asks for help, I can help as much as he wants.
But what the child wants isn’t my help.
It’s for his father stuck in the muck to return.
And I have no intention of returning a father to the child.
* * *
Returning to the room with hot dogs, I had to gape at the mess in the living room.
Never mind them sprawled out like corpses, but the living room was too dirty. Paper scraps scattered everywhere, even bamboo sticks underfoot… It looked like they’d robbed a stationery store and then completely trashed it.
All I left them were ordinary notebooks, what on earth happened here?
“What exactly did you do here?”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho finally staggered to their feet.
“Well…”
“Where did Cha and Edward go?”
“Here…”
The dressing room door opened and Cha Song-jin appeared. Edward opened the bedroom door and came out.
“What’s all this? Why were you all separated?”
“Well, we couldn’t copy each other’s work.”
“Copy? What happened?”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, and Cha Song-jin all shut their mouths in unison. Did they glue their mouths shut or what? It seemed less like they were sorry for making the living room like this, and more like their pride was hurt and they couldn’t bring themselves to speak.
Well, even if the three of them didn’t want to talk, I had one more foreign speaker.
[What happened?]
[It’s nothing.]
[Nothing happened but the room ended up like this?]
[You said to make textbooks, right? So we tried to make textbooks.]
Saying that, Edward threw me a notebook. He said it was the textbook he made so far.
I opened the notebook Edward handed me.
For such a short time, the notebook was quite full.
Too full.
“What’s this.”
It was much more substantial and plausible than I expected!
Even the handwriting was extremely pretty.
I thought the handwriting would be terrible since he speaks like he has a rag in his mouth. I was dumbfounded by the cute, round handwriting.
[I don’t think I told you to make it this properly.]
What I said was just to roughly write down the curriculum and share it. Not to produce such an incredibly earnest book that could actually be used as a textbook.
However they interpreted my words, Edward said with a proud expression while rubbing under his nose:
[I, Edward Sihelis, am a man who can do anything.]
[So what does this textbook and this mess have to do with each other?]
[I don’t know either?]
[You don’t know?]
As if he doesn’t know.
“I’ll explain.”
Cha Song-jin, who appeared with an extremely tired face, slowly opened his mouth.
“This is how it all happened…”
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Eddie gaped in disbelief when he heard Cha Song-jin’s words relayed to him.
So they’re telling me, Edward ‘Albatross’ Sihelis, to make a textbook.
[So you’re telling me to make a textbook now?]
In case the translator was wrong (the distrust that grew after the miscommunication with Kim Jae-ho had not yet disappeared), Edward asked about the facts once more.
But the answer that came back was the same.
[Yes.]
Are they serious?
A textbook? How am I supposed to make something I only briefly touched as a very young child? Moreover, the materials were terrible.
All that the so-called leader of this criminal organization threw at him to make a textbook was just one lined notebook and a few ballpoint pens.
Even the one colored pen was already pilfered before it reached Edward’s hands.
Therefore, all Edward was given was just black ballpoint pens that could only express black and white. It was an environment where creativity could hardly be born.
[It’s just one notebook. How am I supposed to make a textbook with this?]
[Don’t know. Me too. Just, do it. Boss, order.]
At the robotic, stiff way of speaking, Eddie grabbed his head. The conversation was understandable, but the more he talked, the more his head hurt.
Anyway, yeah, if it’s an order, I have to do it.
Eddie sat down in the living room with the others and picked up a ballpoint pen. Glaring at the youngster holding the three-color pen he didn’t have, Eddie took a deep breath.
Now that it’s come to this. I’ll do my best to make it. I’ll make a textbook so amazing that just looking at it will draw admiration!
The subject he had to teach was ‘English’. Though it gave him a headache to think about teaching this language he’d used like breathing since birth to those ignoramuses, still, he was Edward Sihelis.
He’ll manage somehow.
Seeing how they couldn’t understand even the most basic words, it seemed they didn’t even know the alphabet properly, so he should start by writing down the alphabet.
Since their mental age is young, it would be good to match the level of young children.
Eddie diligently moved his hand holding the pen.
From A to Z. Adding cute pictures and explanations alongside, a quite plausible first page was completed even to his own eyes.
‘Hmm, I might have quite a talent.’
That’s when someone screamed behind his head.
“What, why are you so good at this!”
Eddie, startled by the man who suddenly appeared behind him, shouted.
[Wh-what is it!]
“Wh-what!”
At the two people’s dumb and dumber show, Cha Song-jin sighed and shook his head.
“Why are you two acting like that?”
“Th-this bastard suddenly shouted at me.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin blinked and said:
“Well, isn’t that because you shouted first?”
“Are you taking his side now?”
How could you! Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes were full of betrayal, but Cha Song-jin just tilted his head. His face showed he couldn’t understand why he felt betrayed when he just told the truth.
Seeing that face, Han Seo-hyeon realized.
That Cha Song-jin was not an easy person either.
“Anyway, look at what he drew.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin craned his neck to look at the alphabet Eddie had drawn.
“Wow.”
It was quite good, enough to draw admiration.
Only then realizing that they had taken interest in the alphabet he drew, Eddie showed the textbook he made to everyone with a smug expression.
[Yeah, take a look.]
After examining the pictures, Cha Song-jin raised both hands and gave a thumbs up.
[Cool! Perfect!]
Seeing Cha Song-jin praising in English, Han Seo-hyeon shouted as if frustrated:
“No, I didn’t tell you to praise him!”
“I didn’t?”
No! Han Seo-hyeon, who shouted like that, pulled Cha Song-jin close and whispered:
“When the boss comes and sees that, what do you think he’ll think?”
“That he did well?”
“Right! That’s the problem. L-look at what I drew.”
Han Seo-hyeon, in charge of Korean, had also worked hard to make a textbook in his own way. Cha Song-jin opened the notebook Han Seo-hyeon secretly handed him from behind.
“Hmm…”
Han Seo-hyeon couldn’t even properly raise his head. Cha Song-jin tried to say some words of praise, but no matter how he looked at it, the quality was really poor. The handwriting was crooked, and as for what was supposed to be pictures, well. It was a shape scary enough to appear in nightmares.
If it was before seeing the textbook Eddie made, he might not have thought anything, but after seeing that? It looked particularly shabby.
“It-it’s because the materials were terrible!”
“Huh?”
Cha Song-jin tilted his head at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.
“Materials?”
“Yes! If I had nice materials too, huh? I could draw much better than that!”
No matter what the materials were, it didn’t seem like much would change given the terrible basic skills. That’s what Cha Song-jin thought, but his life was important, so he decided to just nod while keeping his mouth shut.
[What are you all talking about?]
At Eddie’s words, Cha Song-jin suddenly raised his head.
[We, talk. Shopping. Go?]
[Shopping?]
At Cha Song-jin’s words, Eddie’s eyes sparkled. He had been itching to move around after being stuck in this hotel, so this was perfect timing.
However, he could only pout at the words that followed.
[Textbook. Make. Shopping.]
[Aw, I got my hopes up.]
Eddie, who grumbled like that, asked Cha Song-jin:
[By the way, what’s your name?]
[Me? I’m…]
At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon, who had been quietly listening to the conversation between the two, cut in.
“He’s asking for your name, hyung?”
“Huh, how did you know that?”
“Do you think I’m an idiot! I can understand ‘what’s your name’ at least? I did properly go to middle school, you know.”
“You didn’t seem to know much for that…”
“What did you say?”
“Ah, nothing. A-anyway, why are you telling him the name?”
Cha Song-jin quickly changed the subject. Han Seo-hyeon, who glared, opened his mouth with a face that said he’d let it slide this time.
“Well, that guy is a temporary teacher. We can’t reveal our identities to someone who’ll leave here someday.”
Aha. Cha Song-jin, who read the situation, casually asked Han Seo-hyeon:
“Does he know that we’re ‘that’?”
“I’m not sure, did the boss say anything?”
“I-I don’t think so. Besides, I was just lying in the hospital room so I don’t know well. Shouldn’t you know?”
“No, our boss. He doesn’t share work with me well.”
I really like the boss, you know? I like him, but… Han Seo-hyeon, who opened his mouth like that, poured out words as if lamenting:
“Sometimes when he does things so recklessly like this, I really want to hit him hard.”
Cha Song-jin trembled slightly at the killing intent felt from those words. Wh-what! You’re suddenly getting seriously depressed! Kang Yi-sin, what on earth have you been doing!
While Han Seo-hyeon and Cha Song-jin were lamenting their situation and emitting a dark aura like that.
“I’m Kim Jae-ho.”
Kim Jae-ho told Eddie his name without any restraint. When Eddie blinked, not understanding those words, Kim Jae-ho opened his mouth again while pointing at himself with his finger.
“Jae-ho.”
Only then realizing that Kim Jae-ho was introducing himself, Eddie quickly repeated his name.
[Jaeiho.]
Kim Jae-ho’s face crumpled at that terrible pronunciation.
“Jae-ho.”
[Chaeho?]
Han Seo-hyeon, who belatedly realized Kim Jae-ho’s actions, ran to him.
“No, hyung, how could you just tell your name like that.”
“He can’t understand even if I tell him.”
“That’s not the important thing…”
“It is important! It’s my name.”
Kim Jae-ho was very proud of his name. He couldn’t help it since it was the name of a precious friend. What kind of name is this. Not even able to say it properly. Kim Jae-ho shouted at Eddie:
“Idiot!”
[Baabo?]
“What, did you just call me an idiot?”
[Nawduwo baaboragoo han guoya!]
“This bastard, he’s doing this on purpose! This!”
Han Seo-hyeon blocked Kim Jae-ho who was trying to rush at Eddie and said:
“Hyung, calm down, calm down! No, the boss will get angry if you beat that guy to death!”
Fortunately, thanks to Han Seo-hyeon’s restraint, a murder did not occur.
What on earth are we supposed to do in this situation? Cha Song-jin put his hands on his head like Munch’s The Scream. It was already a mess just because Kang Yi-sin disappeared.
Cha Song-jin desperately gathered his scattered reason.
Still, I’m the hyung. I’m the oldest among us. I’m an adult! Cha Song-jin shouted to everyone:
“F-first, everyone sit down!”
Cha Song-jin calmly sorted out the situation.
“For now, let’s decide on some titles we can use to call each other. That’ll make things easier for everyone, right?”
At Cha Song-jin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho nodded. Han Seo-hyeon stubbornly insisted he couldn’t reveal his name to someone who could leave anytime (though this stubbornness had no effectiveness at all since Kang Yi-sin would call Han Seo-hyeon’s name when he returned), and Kim Jae-ho stubbornly insisted he couldn’t call his name anything else.
Cha Song-jin, who intervened between the two, said to just decide whatever they liked, as long as it was something.
“Call me Han.”
“Jae-ho.”
“I’m Cha.”
[Eddie.]
After Cha Song-jin’s tearful traffic control, they were finally able to finish introducing themselves.
Anyway, the four people who somehow finished introductions like that went to a stationery store to buy materials to make textbooks.
There, the group swept up stationery with the card Kang Yi-sin had left.
And after returning to the hotel, they tried hard to somehow make better textbooks than ‘Edward’.
At first, they said everyone except Edward worked together putting their heads together. But Han Seo-hyeon, jealous of Cha Song-jin’s skills, got irritated, so Cha Song-jin fled to the dressing room, and well…
From then on, it was exactly as Kang Yi-sin saw.
After hearing that whole story, Kang Yi-sin gaped.
“So you were trying to make textbooks?”
“This is all because that bastard made such a good textbook!”
Han Seo-hyeon muttered with a reddened face.
“He should know to match the level appropriately. Who makes such an amazing thing all by themselves?”
“So you caused this mess because you thought you had to make something better than that guy?”
Looking at Han Seo-hyeon’s face unable to continue speaking out of shame, Kang Yi-sin soon started laughing while holding his stomach. After laughing like that for a while, Kang Yi-sin looked at the messy living room and said:
“Let’s all clean that up later.”
“…Okay.”
Kang Yi-sin patted Han Seo-hyeon’s dejected shoulders and said with a playful smile:
“Let’s eat hot dogs first.”
* * *
The next day, on the way to the casino. I found the kid crouched behind a bench in front of the casino. I handed him a hot dog I bought from the food truck as is.
“What’s this?”
“I forgot that outside food isn’t allowed and bought a hot dog.”
“Mister, you really are a busybody.”
The kid grumbled like that but accepted my hot dog. I shrugged and sat on the bench.
As we silently swallowed hot dogs like that, the kid suddenly said to me:
“I wish people like you wouldn’t go in there.”
I don’t know how this kid who knows nothing about me can say such things. I tried to brush off the kid’s words lightly.
“I wish kids like you weren’t in front of here too.”
“I don’t have a choice.”
The kid munching on the hot dog said to me.
Those words made my heart ache. Why is such a young kid saying things like this? I wanted to tell him:
What do you mean you don’t have a choice? Do you know how brilliant your life ahead could be to say such things? For a young kid like you, opportunities are everywhere. So don’t say such depressing things.
But the kid’s next words left me speechless.
“You have a choice, don’t you, mister?”
Seeing me unable to continue speaking for a while at those words, the kid said:
“Why are you looking at me with that expression?”
“…I don’t?”
“Huh?”
Choice. That’s not something that a guy like me would have.
“I don’t have a choice just as your father.”
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In the casino hall where the game took place yesterday. I headed to the table where we played yesterday as promised. Nikki, sitting at the table, waved at me.
“You came without running away?”
“I promised we’d meet today, didn’t I?”
I’ll suck your money dry just for today.
Ray tackled my words.
—What a proud plan, really.
‘It was them who said they wanted to play one more round even while losing money. I’m just granting their wish. If they want to do some kind of charity work, I have no choice but to cooperate.’
—Charity work? This is very different from the charity work I know. Where is the relief work for the socially disadvantaged here?
‘Let’s just say it’s roughly similar.’
—Roughly similar? It’s not similar at all, you fool! You came here to gamble but call it charity work? The starving kids outside would try to kill you if they knew what you’re thinking.
‘Ugh, when you put it that way, suddenly my conscience hurts too much.’
Remembering the face of the dirty kid who took a hot dog from me this morning, I felt like slapping my own mouth very hard.
Did I dare to say charity work? Urgh, when there are people who really need charity work scattered outside, to use the word charity work in this situation.
My conscience worked very well again today. But such feelings of guilt need to be thrown aside for now.
Isn’t there a saying that even the king can’t save all the poor?
‘As I said before, if you reach out saying those kids are pitiful and you can help right away.’
You can’t rescue and raise all the stray cats on the street just because you feel sorry for them.
You should only raise one or two that you can really take responsibility for. If you try to save them all, that’s the path to becoming an animal hoarder.
Though I said I’d save the world, I’m ultimately a villain. If I pick up and give my heart to everything pitiful, I can’t do this job. Argh!
Got it! My only goal is revenge! Just bloody revenge on Seol Rok-jin, the rest is none of my business!
—Are you serious?
‘Yes.’
—For someone saying that, you seem quite serious about picking up orphans.
‘I didn’t save them because they’re orphans! They just happened to be orphans after I picked them up.’
Anyway, for now I intend to actively accept Nikki’s charity work, no, alms.
There’s no need to refuse when she’s willing to throw money just by playing along appropriately without any trouble.
‘The problem is whether this money is really trouble-free.’
If it feels like there’s some intention beyond just having fun, I need to run away quickly. Fortunately, all that was visible in Nikki’s eyes so far was curiosity, but people’s hearts can change at any time.
Unlike yesterday when it was packed with people, the table was empty.
“I don’t see the friends from yesterday.”
At my question, Nikki shrugged and said:
“They said it wasn’t fun.”
Not because they didn’t want to lose more money, but just a matter of fun.
Well, it felt like they were just filling numbers without knowing the proper rules. At least yesterday there was the fun of watching Nikki getting beaten by me, but they probably don’t want to see that again today.
“I’m here though.”
Lia peeked out from behind Nikki and said to me.
“I thought only Nikki was interested in a one-sided losing game.”
Though Nikki lost the most money to me, Lia’s losses were not small either if we just look at the amount lost.
Despite my provocative words, the two just laughed ‘Hahaha’ instead of looking displeased.
Lia winked at me and said:
“Nikki said she’d waive next month’s fees.”
So yesterday’s words weren’t just empty talk. Only a guild master has the authority to touch the tribute money.
Even for a small guild running haphazardly, it wouldn’t make sense to waive a month’s tribute like this. It seems Nikki’s authority was quite tremendous.
“Did you need poker friends today that badly?”
“There’s no one who knows how to play poker properly. I don’t know when I’ll be able to play poker again if not for this chance.”
Nikki who said that scratched her cheek and said:
“I have to leave for work again the day after tomorrow.”
“Hmm, I see.”
Fortunately, I might not have to run away first. Well then, I’ll really fleece you today.
But there was one problem.
“We’re short on people.”
There were only three people total at our table. It was far too few people to play Texas Hold’em like yesterday. At my words, Nikki snorted and said:
“There are plenty of people I know here.”
“People you know?”
Nikki grinned and turned her head back.
“Anyone coming to this table? First seven people! I’ll waive next month’s tribute.”
At those words, everyone looked this way at once. Roughly about a hundred people, all of them. I gaped as they all got up making a commotion.
“No way…”
Were all the people here now acquainted with, no, members of Nikki’s guild?
No wonder no one showed signs of discomfort even when they played noisily…
“‘No way’ is what I should be saying. Did you really not know who I am?”
At Nikki’s words, I gulped.
This, to think there was a big shot sitting at the table I sat at without thinking. The master of a large guild with about a hundred members?
And a guild master who has such a tight grip on the guild that she can forgive tributes like this without any complaints?
‘I thought it was just a guild made by friends gathering so it didn’t matter. This changes things. She doesn’t seem like an oppressive type at first glance, so she must have that much popularity.’
—Why are you suddenly gilding that person’s face?
‘Huh? What do you mean gilding?’
—And why is your posture becoming so demure?
How can I act rashly in front of the master of such a successful guild?
—Really, I’m speechless.
You should always try to make a good impression on successful people.
Nikki burst out laughing at my changed attitude.
“At first I thought you were that type. You know… the type who says ‘I had no idea you were famous’ when coming next to a celebrity, trying to get attention.”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t really know much about hunters…”
“But you’re still Korean, right?”
“I’m sorry, but I haven’t been in America for long…”
Was the Nikki in front of me such a famous person?
—Does no one come to mind?
‘America isn’t an area I’m in charge of.’
Chinese hunters were much more familiar. Hmm, besides, America is truly a hunter’s paradise with so many mercenary groups and guilds. I knew Taika Cooper well because he’s famous worldwide as the strongest, but I didn’t know much even about other hunters in Taika Cooper’s guild.
“Well, that doesn’t matter. That’s not what’s important.”
While Nikki and I were talking, seven people who came up after going through their own fierce battle in the back filled the empty seats at the table.
“Have fun playing again today.”
“Yes.”
Who are you talking to, of course we should.
Anyway, Nikki’s identity isn’t important. What’s important is that I no longer need to feel any guilt about fleecing Nikki.
‘That’s right, feeling guilty about fleecing such a rich person is a luxury.’
—You talk as if you felt guilty in the first place.
Alright, since it’s come to this, I’ll really fleece you clean.
The game started and the dealer dealt the cards. Though the people changed, not much was different from yesterday.
Nikki tried to read me by glaring at my face, but failed every time, and I was the one sweeping up the money.
“This is strange! I could clearly see through you earlier!”
“Well, that’s because…”
I didn’t bother hiding my expressions then?
“To think someone can change so much just when holding cards. It’s really amazing. Tell me honestly, isn’t this some kind of talent?”
At those words, I raised my arm.
“I heard talents can’t be used here even if you have them. Besides, unfortunately I’m not an awakener.”
“No, I don’t mean that kind of talent. I meant talent for gambling.”
“I don’t think I lack it.”
Nikki glared at me and grumbled. Such words were understandable. The money I’d taken from Nikki since earlier was considerable. The faces of the guild members who came at Nikki’s call had long since turned ashen.
Especially the gazes of guild members glaring at me were full of resentment.
Having lost my hesitation in fleecing Nikki, I bet more aggressively than yesterday and even guild members who didn’t know yesterday’s me got dragged in.
Even though Nikki said ‘I’ll give a special prize to whoever beats this guy!’ midway, no one had beaten me yet.
“You should honestly come clean. You’re some kind of professional gambler on a trip, right?”
“Let’s just play the game.”
“Fine! How about this. If you tell me about yourself, I’ll tell you what kind of person I am.”
At Nikki’s words, I shrugged.
“I’m sorry, but I’m not really curious about who you are.”
At my words, Nikki’s mouth fell open.
“Really? Not at all? Even after seeing this situation, you’re not curious about me at all?”
“If you’re a famous person, I can just search the internet later, can’t I?”
I examined Nikki’s face. If Nikki is her real name, and she’s a guild master, it shouldn’t be too hard to find.
Black curly hair reaching her shoulders, glossy bronze skin, black eyes. Standing about 170cm tall, Nikki was good-looking enough to be called a model, so she might have done some advertising modeling.
Age is in the twenties… maybe?
—Why are you uncertain about the last bit of information?
‘I’m not good at guessing women’s ages…’
Even apart from special cases like Xie Haozhu, carelessly guessing is likely to backfire big time.
Anyway, finding one person with just this much information wouldn’t be too difficult.
“This is such an unfair fight for me!”
You just realized that now? I almost said that without thinking.
Hmm hmm, a precious mark. I should watch my words.
“You know how to sting subtly. At first I thought you were a boring country bumpkin from the east…”
“A country bumpkin from the east?”
“Yeah, your way of speaking is exactly that. Like someone who’s only studied their whole life.”
Is my way of speaking that old-fashioned? Since English isn’t my mother tongue, I don’t have a good sense of my speech patterns. I’m aware my tone is too textbook since I learned from an announcer, but… does it really sound that boring and studious?
“Yet you’re skilled enough at gambling to fleece us completely. That’s why I’m curious. What kind of backstory led this person to roll into this gambling den?”
“Knowing that wouldn’t really help you beat me. Ah, half.”
Nikki glared at me as I raised the stakes even while conversing.
“You play poker in such a boring way.”
“Poker is only fun when you’re winning money, isn’t it?”
“Haha! You’re funny! Half, call and half!”
Nikki, whose mentality was attacked, recklessly tried to catch up with just a one pair and ended up dying at the end, and victory became mine. Next to the frustrated Nikki, Lia poured oil on the fire.
“I thought you had something with how much you were raising, but…”
“Urgh! I saved up for several rounds just for this one!”
Certainly, just looking at the betting pattern, it could have been a hand to fall for. But you see. It’s so obvious to me.
Nikki always brushed her cards with her index finger when she really had a good hand, and always rolled her eyes to the left first when bluffing.
She doesn’t seem to have noticed at all.
‘I might tell her when today’s game ends. Having received expensive tutoring fees, I should give that much teaching.’
—Giving the disease then the medicine?
‘Rather than that, it’s giving medicine after receiving money. A thorough give and take.’
Urk, I ate well again today. Just like yesterday, no, even more surely than yesterday, I was about to get up after fleecing Nikki.
“Then I’ll stop here for today.”
An employee approached next to the dealer. After whispering something to the dealer, the employee left with a strange expression, and the dealer made us a special proposal.
The moment I heard that proposal, I clenched my fist.
‘This, I might not even need to use the mark strategy.’
Before I could use my mark strategy, Nikki has already become known as the casino’s number one mark.
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“Where did the person who said they had to leave go?”
At Nikki’s words, I cleared my throat.
“Ahem.”
Of all times, the proposal came right after I got up from my seat. At the words that an amazing game would open upstairs, I shamelessly took back what I had said.
Fortunately, though Nikki gave me a look, she willingly accompanied me.
I rubbed my hands together like I was possessed by the Lord of the Flies.
“How else could I come here if not for times like this?”
—Can’t come? When you had already made plans to come.
‘If it went according to that plan, I would have had to scatter all the money I earned around.’
How fortunate that Nikki became known as the mark instead of me.
Nikki frowned at my sycophantic behavior.
“An act that doesn’t suit you.”
Ah, it didn’t suit the face I’m wearing now. I keep forgetting even though I tell myself to be careful every time.
I don’t know how much I fleeced Nikki to make her become an official mark, but it’s become convenient thanks to that.
Lia opted out, saying she wouldn’t join the game.
“My head starts hurting just looking at cards now.”
Though Nikki pouted at Lia’s words, she let her go. It was the same for the other guild members.
Because they said this game would really be ‘big’.
In the elevator going up, Nikki glanced at me and opened her mouth.
“Actually, I don’t like big games.”
“Then why are you going?”
“Because it seems like skilled players will gather.”
Nikki who said that winked.
“I’m also curious if your magical poker face will work there too.”
“Hmm, so you’re ultimately going to watch me.”
“Haha! I guess that’s what it means!”
If I had said I wouldn’t go, maybe Nikki would have refused that proposal too.
—In a way, you’ve dragged that woman into rigged gambling.
‘One fortunate thing is that as long as she’s with me, she won’t lose money to rigged gambling.’
—Really?
‘I’m planning to settle things today if possible.’
I plan to end everything today, since I don’t know when such an opportunity will come again.
—How?
‘First I need to find out how those guys cheat.’
Actually, I don’t know the details either. All I know is that there’s a group that cheats people. So I plan to confront them first.
—You’re always so confident despite knowing jack squat.
‘Because I’m confident I can solve problems somehow.’
With a ding, the elevator stopped at the top floor. An employee who appeared when the doors opened guided us to the gaming space.
I thought the game room downstairs was quite luxurious, but this place was truly breathtaking.
Passing marble sculptures that looked like they belonged in a museum, when we opened a door engraved with elaborate patterns, a poker table beneath a dazzling chandelier appeared before our eyes.
Six people and one dealer were waiting there.
“The last guests have arrived.”
A black man in his mid-30s wearing a dealer uniform spoke to the people seated in front.
“Hello everyone. I’m Moziano, the dealer who will oversee your game today. You can comfortably call me Mozi.”
The moment I made eye contact with the dealer who introduced himself as Moziano, I felt a strange sense of deja vu.
Where have I seen that face? But it wasn’t familiar. Rather than the face being familiar, the look in his eyes was familiar.
“These are the people who will be playing together today. Shall we take some time to briefly introduce ourselves?”
“I’ll pass. We’ve gathered to fleece each other’s wallets, I don’t have the bad taste to exchange names.”
A man in his mid-50s waved his hand and passed his turn. The woman in her mid-40s next to him shrugged, and the man in his 30s next to her did the same.
“Ah, my name is August.”
Only the nerdy-looking man wearing thick horn-rimmed glasses revealed his name.
Only one out of six people gave their name.
It was truly a harmonious atmosphere. Well, I don’t intend to get friendly with them either.
I don’t know how they gathered, but some of them must be in cahoots with the dealer Moziano.
Though I couldn’t tell yet which ones among them were scammers.
“I’m Nikki. A beginner poker player. Actually, I’m not sure if I should be here.”
Nikki seated at the table greeted everyone. Should I say she’s very lively? Or that she’s not shy? Unfortunately, only the man with horn-rimmed glasses, August, returned her greeting.
“N-nice to meet you.”
Nikki, who finished introducing herself, gave me a look. Ah, it’s my turn. I’d like to skip the introduction like the others, but my patron is giving me a look, so I have no choice.
Come to think of it, did I tell Nikki my name? When you can’t remember, it’s best to give the most neutral answer.
“…Smith.”
Nikki frowned at my introduction.
“Seriously?”
“Whether it’s serious or not. This is my real name…”
Well, what can she do if I insist this is my real name.
Anyway, after introductions were over, the dealer’s explanation continued.
The game is Texas Hold’em. The basic ante is $2,000. With eight people total, that means $16,000 is laid down just to start the game.
It might not seem like much, but given poker’s characteristic of the pot swelling rapidly after a few bets, it was by no means a small amount.
It means you could lose all the money you’ve earned so far in just a few hands if you’re unlucky.
I half-listened to that explanation and said to Ray:
‘Tell me if you see anything strange in this room.’
—What do you mean by strange?
‘Like artifacts or such.’
We were all wearing bracelets here like downstairs, but these bracelets couldn’t be trusted.
—About those bracelets. I think I could make them useless somehow.
‘Why are you telling me this now?’
—Because you didn’t ask?
‘…Please do it when I give you the signal later.’
Being an artifact himself, Ray showed excellence in controlling artifacts. He was completely useless in examining Park Sang-cheol’s demon sword, but he’s quite reliable at times like this.
‘Is there nothing else in the room?’
—Wait a moment. Give me one task at a time. It’s really chaotic.
‘Yes sir.’
So prickly. I tapped the table and waited for Ray’s words.
—This room is definitely strange.
‘Did you find something?’
—There are artifacts installed all over. Even the chair you’re sitting on and the table.
There’s a possibility of cheating using artifacts.
—Hmm, I think I could find out more if I dig a bit deeper. Let me concentrate for a bit.
Until Ray came back with an answer, I decided to be cautious for now. The game started, and the dealer dealt cards to us.
August was the first to start betting. August cautiously tapped the table.
Check, meaning he’ll pass his turn without raising money for now. The others in turn called his check.
When it came to Nikki’s turn after going around like that, Nikki opened her mouth.
“Um… is this an atmosphere where we can’t talk while playing?”
Uncomfortable with the silent atmosphere, Nikki spoke first.
“Doesn’t talking while playing break concentration?”
The man in his 50s immediately snapped at Nikki’s words.
“Playing so bleakly like this isn’t my style. That’s why I asked, if we have to keep our mouths shut.”
“Our casino does not prohibit conversation during games. However, we do not tolerate any cheating through conversation, so please just be mindful of that.”
“Cheating? I’d absolutely never do that. I’m just chattering because I’m bored, that’s all.”
Nikki said that while shrugging, but unfortunately no one responded to her words.
“Wow, everyone’s really serious.”
Nikki who grumbled that it wasn’t fun frowned and shouted:
“Half!”
There were instances of Nikki suddenly inflating the pot a few times, heated by the silence, but the first three hands flowed smoothly.
I watched cautiously while being moderate, and Nikki poked my side telling me to stop pretending.
“Are you going to act shy again?”
“I told you, I’m a slow starter.”
The scammers hadn’t appeared up to the first three hands either.
I noticed something strange from the fourth hand. The fourth hand was odd from the start. The behavior of those who received cards became more clearly visible.
It could be that their inner emotions were revealed as tension eased, but no. Their actions and expressions definitely became noticeably bigger.
I observed Nikki’s behavior. Nikki rolled her eyes to the left. It means she got a bad hand.
I passed my turn while blending in appropriately with those around me.
When the cards were revealed, and when the winner was announced, I could find the error in this hand.
“I-I won.”
The combination August made with a timid face as he held out his cards was just two pair.
“Oh no!”
The combination that could be made with the cards in Nikki’s hand, who put down her cards with a disappointed look and pouted, was a straight.
But no one said it was strange that two pair beat a straight in this situation.
Nikki also never acted like someone with a good hand even though she had a good hand…
There’s only one answer.
The cards look completely different to their eyes right now.
How can this be happening?
Just then, Ray’s words echoed in my head.
—I figured it out. All the artifacts installed here are playing a role in blurring people’s perception.
‘A role in blurring perception?’
—Yes. Like being drunk, it clouds judgment. But if they tried to deceive these people with just one artifact, the sense of incongruity would have been no joke.
‘That’s right. The people here aren’t fools.’
Therefore, the artifacts are just auxiliary. There’s a separate subject making people mesmerized and clouding their minds.
I raised my head and looked at the people.
Who among them is using an ability? I could find that subject without much difficulty. There was only one person who could access everyone’s cards and make eye contact with everyone each time cards were opened and people took action.
That’s the dealer Moziano.
—But if that guy is the culprit, how is he using his ability? He might be able to cover the bracelet, but he can’t cover his eyes.
In the case of awakeners, their pupils change color when using abilities. You can easily tell if someone is using an ability by that. But that’s not foolproof.
In Seol Rok-jin’s case, he controlled the memories of everyone who made eye contact with him through powerful brainwashing, and in my case, the color change wasn’t noticeable so it didn’t show.
The dealer wasn’t the former. Just as I clearly confirmed the color of Seol Rok-jin’s pupils, if his pupils had changed color, I wouldn’t have missed it.
—Looks like he’s the type whose pupils turn black like you.
‘Or he could be wearing special lenses.’
—Lenses?
‘I heard if you use special lenses made for criminals, you can block the light that comes out when using talents. However, you’d barely be able to see with those lenses on, yet he’s managing to act normal.’
Seeing that it didn’t work on me, the type of talent he’s using is also certain. He probably has an ability to manipulate people’s minds at will, making them mistake the cards in front of them for something else, by lowering people’s mental barriers using artifacts that blur perception.
Suggestion, brainwashing, or something similar.
‘If they were guys pulling traditional scams saying their hands are faster than the eye, I probably wouldn’t be this angry.’
You see, I really hate it when someone messes with others’ minds like this.
Really.
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Next hand, when the game started and I checked my cards, I took a deep breath. I quickly composed my expression, but anyone sitting at this table wouldn’t have missed my reaction.
People serious about poker always glance at the person next to them while pretending to look at their own cards.
Every time cards were revealed, I leaked hints like that.
Making everyone think I must have something.
Nikki, who had been fooled by my poker face several times, looked at me with suspicious eyes.
As if wondering what I was up to.
I shrugged and smiled.
—Don’t you need to say something to deceive those guys?
‘No.’
—How are you going to deceive them without saying anything?
‘Actions are enough in this place.’
It might be impossible in other situations, but right now, the people sitting at this poker table in progress were constantly following each other’s expressions, gestures, and breaths with their eyes.
So my gestures soon become like words, and these words pile up to become bait.
It doesn’t matter whether they really think I have something or think all my actions are sloppy bluffing. The important thing is to plant a seed of doubt that I ‘might have something’.
I kept raising the pot as if I had something.
People looked at me with bewildered expressions at my aggressive betting.
“I’m curious what’s in that hand.”
Even the man in his 50s who hadn’t spoken mumbled like this without realizing.
“It seems too awful to be a bluff, so I don’t want to follow…”
Nikki grumbled like that but still called my bet, and the bespectacled August also followed my raise while fiddling with his glasses.
‘That guy seems likely to be an accomplice, doesn’t he?’
—Are you thinking that because he won earlier?
‘That too, and despite acting timid, he doesn’t waver in his betting.’
His seemingly timid personality also felt like an act.
Well, it’s not unheard of to fake personalities at a poker table, but bold betting is different.
Without absolute confidence in winning, that kind of betting is difficult.
‘Unless I have a royal straight flush in my hand, I can turn the tables anytime.’
—What’s that?
‘Simply put, it’s the strongest hand in poker. The probability of getting it is ridiculously low.’
The probability of getting a royal straight flush, or RSF for short, consisting of 10, J, Q, K, A of the same suit is about 0.000152%.
It’s unlikely to get that hand you might see once in a lifetime now. The cards laid in front of the dealer didn’t match a royal straight flush either.
So they can follow my betting with confidence.
—The others are also getting swept up in your betting just the same.
‘There’s hesitation, doubt and anguish too. But that guy shows no such hesitation at all.’
The betting continued a few more times like that. I kept betting aggressively, and the pot reached the highest point so far.
Finally, when all betting was over and it was time to open cards.
Everyone’s eyes focused on me at once.
My talent is lying.
The ability to lay groundwork and make people believe what comes out of my mouth, whether it’s logical or not, through that groundwork.
‘Please.’
At my signal, Ray neutralized the bracelet, and I made eye contact with everyone and triggered the groundwork I had laid.
“Royal straight flush.”
At my words, people looked at me with surprised faces. They surely couldn’t have completed a royal flush with the cards they were seeing.
“Wait, a royal flush? No, wait…”
As people hurriedly checked the cards in front of the dealer, I said again with magic:
“It’s right, isn’t it?”
If you use suggestion to deceive people, I’ll just crush that suggestion with lies.
“Th-this doesn’t make sense…”
August mumbled like that while looking back and forth between the cards in his hand and my cards. But no matter how many times he looks, it’ll be the same.
I could already see everyone’s locks opened before my eyes, which means…
‘Everyone believes my lie.’
It’s different from sloppy suggestion that needs to borrow the power of artifacts.
—There should have been suggestion…
‘Suggestion seeps into the subconscious, right? But lies actively deceive the other person.’
Lies can’t break brainwashing, but they can easily break suggestions.
If it’s a power that needs to borrow the strength of artifacts, I thought it would inevitably be weaker than my lies, and my prediction was correct.
—What if that prediction was wrong?
‘Well, I would have been treated like a crazy person and kicked out of here.’
Anyway, I’m glad the gamble succeeded. I smiled at the people looking at me with surprised faces and said:
“I understand you’re all surprised at the amazing hand, but how long are you going to just be surprised?”
At my words, the dealer Moziano’s eyes wavered. It was his job to settle the game and announce the winner.
In a situation where the plan has fallen apart, how will that man act?
Moziano, who quickly composed his expression and smiled, said to me:
“To think a hand you might see once in a lifetime appeared. It seems you have incredibly good luck.”
Moziano hurriedly said that and tried to smooth over the situation. Nikki shook her head looking at my cards.
“That’s right, this is my first time seeing a royal flush in real life too.”
“No wonder you were so confident. Congratulations.”
“Yeah, you must feel amazing.”
“I thought it was such an obvious bluff, but with a hand like that, it’s understandable you couldn’t control your expression.”
After roughly receiving the words flying in succession, I deliberately looked at Moziano shuffling the cards with a calm expression.
He’ll probably think this one time was just a coincidence. He doesn’t know why the plan went wrong, but he’ll think something like this won’t happen again.
But your thinking is wrong.
Next hand, Nikki who checked my cards jumped up from her seat and shouted:
“A-another royal flush?”
“It seems so?”
“Impossible!”
Everyone looked at me with suspicious eyes, but when I also made an expression like I couldn’t believe it, they roughly let it pass. Though it was an impossible thing, no one thought I had manipulated this game.
That’s how much ‘manipulation’ is a word that can’t be brought up in this poker game without considerable courage.
“Your luck is unbelievably good.”
Nikki said that and laughed ‘Hahaha.’
But in the next hand, I completed a royal flush again… The man in his 50s who checked my cards stood up kicking his chair.
“Ha! Do you think this makes sense? A royal flush three times in a row?”
“I-I also think it doesn’t make sense.”
“Forget it, this is cheating. It’s definitely cheating! I don’t know what you did, but…”
“I-I’m also bewildered!”
—Wow, you sure can speak with such a brazen face.
Using ‘lies’ I could easily settle their suspicions, but I deliberately fostered conflict.
“What can I do if these hands keep coming to me. I’m just as bewildered.”
Nikki, who had been quietly watching the situation, chimed in from the side.
“I don’t know him well, but he’s certainly not the type to cheat like this. Besides, anyone with sense wouldn’t reveal a royal flush three times.”
“So you’re saying three royal flushes in a row is just ‘good luck’?”
At the man’s words, silence fell over the table.
Certainly, for a hand with a 0.0001% probability to appear three times in a row, well. It was impossible without manipulation.
“What does the dealer think?”
At the middle-aged woman’s words, everyone’s gaze turned to the dealer Moziano. Moziano opened and closed his mouth with a flustered face.
“That’s right, you say something. You said there’s no manipulation at all in this casino!”
“Th-that’s right. Our casino monitors to ensure no talents or artifacts interfere during games.”
“Then how do you explain this situation? Aren’t you in cahoots with him?”
I shrugged with an aggrieved expression.
“It seems no use no matter how much I say I’m wronged now.”
“Because you made a royal flush three times in a row.”
“For now, I’ll sit out this hand.”
“Ha, you’ll take people’s money and run?”
“I’ll return all the money I won just now.”
At my words, the middle-aged man immediately shouted.
“Who cares about the money? The problem is we can’t trust the game at all now.”
Gazes focused on the dealer Moziano. Moziano looked at everyone and said:
“If you wish, we can end the game here…”
That’s not what I want.
“We shouldn’t end the game. If there really is a problem, we’ll find out if we play more, won’t we?”
“Oh ho, there’s something wrong with this table?”
“That’s right. I didn’t do anything.”
People listened to my words.
“If we want to find out if there’s really some device, wouldn’t it be best to play one more hand?”
“Yeah, let’s do it!”
People’s judgment had already flown away due to the artifacts and suggestions laid around, and my ability.
Distrust between each other, and anger.
“Dealer, deal the cards quickly.”
People started the next game with me sitting out. Moziano dealt cards to people with shaking hands.
“Is there really a need to reveal cards one by one? Let’s just reveal them all at once.”
Under my lead, everyone revealed their cards. And before everyone could check their cards, I opened my mouth.
“It’s another royal flush.”
“What?”
“Look at your cards. It’s a royal straight flush.”
At my words, people’s gazes turned to the man in his 50s.
“Huh? No, it wasn’t…”
The man in his 50s who had been looking at his cards until just now shouted in bewilderment. But after briefly making eye contact with me, the man soon nodded with a dazed expression.
“Th-that’s right! It’s a royal flush. T-to think I made a royal flush…”
“Is there really some device on this table?”
Nikki’s sharp voice cut through the air.
“And that device is malfunctioning so royal flushes keep appearing?”
“That makes more sense than four royal flushes in a row, but still there’s not zero possibility that person did something!”
Someone’s hand gesture pointed at me. Before I could open my mouth, Nikki shouted:
“How could someone who completely left the game do anything? Besides, if he had such an ability, there’d be no reason to do this! He could just keep quiet and make decent hands.”
“Well, that’s certainly true.”
In the end, everyone’s conclusion converged on one point.
That something was happening in this damn casino.
“These are all scammers!”
Nikki was the first to stand up kicking the table. Moziano said with a trembling voice:
“Th-there must have been some misunderstanding…”
“Misunderstanding? What misunderstanding?”
“Forget it, we can’t play here anymore. Let’s go.”
At Nikki’s words, people grumbled and stood up simultaneously.
“W-wait a moment!”
If people were let out like this, rumors would spread in an instant. And those rumors would be a death sentence for the casino already barely hanging on at the edge of a cliff.
‘Now what will you do.’
Moziano blocked people’s path.
“Please, everyone calm down.”
But no one listened to those words. Just as I thought everything would end like this. A huge flow of magic was felt throughout the room.
And then…
“Stop!”
At that shout, everyone’s bodies stopped at once. The one who shouted that was the bespectacled August.
August who took off his glasses slowly walked out between the stopped people. I rolled my eyes slightly to examine August’s face.
His pupils without glasses had a faint orange tinge. August who irritably wiped his eyelids muttered a curse.
“Damn it, what the hell happened.”
—You said the one with the talent was the dealer!
‘…I thought so too.’
It wasn’t contact lenses worn on the eyes, but the eyeglass lenses?
August who used his ability to stop people bit his lip.
“How do you plan to clean this up?”
At Moziano’s question, August squeezed his eyes shut.
“My ability only works for a few minutes at most. E-even now…”
August trailed off mid-sentence and hurriedly covered his nose with the back of his hand. 
Drip, drip. Blood trickled down his nose.
“These rumors can’t leak outside. They can’t.”
Moziano who muttered like that pressed a button on the table. Just as my attention was drawn to that button.
Thwack.
Someone hit the back of my head. With tremendous pain, my vision blurred. Just before collapsing, I barely turned my head back.
“Your eyes have been annoying me for a while.”
August holding a broken wine bottle was glaring at me.
Damn.
I’m screwed.
With that final thought, I closed my eyes.
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‘Why am I so good at this?’
Eddie thought as he looked at the notebook in front of him. The craftsmanship was impressive enough to amaze even himself.
At first, when he heard he had to make his own textbook for the lesson, he thought it was nonsense, but as he made it, he got hooked. He got more excited as the result turned out better than expected.
Though he introduced himself as a man who’s good at everything, he was worried since it was something he had never done before today, but the worry ended up unfounded.
Eddie’s textbook was that amazing.
The alphabet drawn on the first page that appeared as soon as he opened the notebook was the part Eddie particularly liked.
He drew pictures matching words starting with that alphabet next to the large written alphabets, and despite using only a black pen, it looked quite stylish thanks to the uniquely round handwriting and drawing style.
The following pages were just as amazing as the previous page.
Unlike others who actively used colored pencils, colored paper, and stickers, Eddie filled the empty spaces using only a black pen, which rather gave it an antique charm.
It was like looking at a fairy tale book that might appear in a classic movie.
‘I drew it, but this is quite, hmm, pretty cool.’
As the number of completed pages increased, Eddie’s pride gradually grew.
It was when he was looking over the textbook he made again after finishing the first chapter.
A shadow fell over Eddie’s head.
Eddie was startled and fell backwards when he looked up to check the owner of the shadow.
[Wh-what is it!]
Kim Jae-ho with a fierce expression was glaring at the textbook Eddie had drawn.
Surely he’s not trying to tear up my book out of jealousy for the amazing skills he can’t match?
Maybe because he had been badly beaten by Kim Jae-ho before. Only such negative thoughts came to mind.
Kim Jae-ho reached his hand towards the textbook Eddie made.
[J-just look with your eyes!]
Eddie’s desperate words, of course, didn’t reach Kim Jae-ho. When Eddie was about to hurriedly take out his phone from his pocket to turn on the translator as he watched the textbook go into Kim Jae-ho’s hands:
“This is cool!”
Kim Jae-ho said to Eddie with sparkling eyes. Eddie’s head tilted at the words full of goodwill that anyone could hear.
[Is that… praise just now?]
“Yeah, it’s incredibly cool!”
No translator was needed. Kim Jae-ho’s eyes shining like stars were clearly shouting ‘You’re amazing!’ for anyone to see. Eddie rubbed the tip of his nose with his finger in satisfaction.
[I’m kind of good at everything. Haha! I guess it looks cool even to an ignorant guy like you? Huh? It’s amazing, right?]
While those two were creating a warm atmosphere, there was a cold gaze watching them from not too far away.
Han Seo-hyeon who crumpled the colored paper in his hand bit his lip hard.
“This is well drawn too! And this!”
The more Kim Jae-ho’s praise continued, the redder and bluer Han Seo-hyeon’s face became.
Well, Kim Jae-ho’s impression of the textbook Han Seo-hyeon made earlier was ‘This is badly drawn!’
When Han Seo-hyeon’s face crumpled at those words, he blurted out as if to smooth things over, ‘No, it’s, it’s well drawn! The puppy is well drawn!’, but what Han Seo-hyeon drew wasn’t a puppy but a lion, so Kim Jae-ho’s words only rubbed salt in the wound.
Kim Jae-ho who only left wounds on Han Seo-hyeon like that is now only giving praise to that guy’s textbook?
‘How great could that guy’s textbook be!’
Han Seo-hyeon moved his steps towards the living room where Kim Jae-ho and Eddie were, pretending to go get water. Han Seo-hyeon who peeked at Eddie’s textbook while hiding behind Kim Jae-ho had to feel a deep sense of defeat.
Even at a glance, it was much better than the textbook he made!
Han Seo-hyeon who entered the room with water got angry looking at his own textbook that had become a mess with stickers and colored paper plastered all over.
“Damn it!”
He had to make something cooler than that guy somehow! He didn’t want to lose to that guy of all people.
“I think I spent twice as much on materials. How come!”
While Han Seo-hyeon was agonizing with a deep sense of defeat in his room like that, Cha Song-jin was tearing at his hair in his room for a different reason.
Whether Eddie’s textbook was amazing or not, whether Han Seo-hyeon felt defeated by it or not. Cha Song-jin didn’t care at all.
Why? Because a much bigger anguish was placed before Cha Song-jin.
“What on earth am I supposed to write!”
The subject itself that Kang Yi-sin assigned was the problem.
Morality!
If you search for morality on the internet, the definition that comes up is ‘The principles humans should follow or desirable standards of behavior’.
‘Does it make sense to live following desirable standards of behavior in a villain group in the first place!’
It’s a fact you keep forgetting while being here, but Weltschmerz is a villain organization. It means it’s a gathering of people who can commit crimes as much as needed.
Cha Song-jin clearly remembered the crimes committed under Weltschmerz’s name.
It’s unbelievable seeing Kang Yi-sin being nagged by Han Seo-hyeon for carelessly eating popcorn on the bed, but Kang Yi-sin was a terrible criminal.
‘He’s a murderer who’s killed at least dozens of people so far…’
Though there were times he was falsely accused as Kang Yi-sin said, there were many crimes Weltschmerz actually committed.
For example, the assassination of Assemblyman Kim.
Though all the photos spread in the media were mosaiced, everyone knew how horrific the corpse was when discovered.
They say he was tortured for hours and hours. The blood smell wouldn’t leave the office that was the murder scene even after days. The psychometry ability user who examined the scene even fainted at the site…
Anyway, Kang Yi-sin was that kind of person, and he was a man who didn’t particularly make excuses for what he had done.
-It was necessary.
That was all he said.
Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho under Kang Yi-sin weren’t very ethical people either. Han Seo-hyeon was a necromancer who used dead people like tools, and Kim Jae-ho was no different from a murder weapon who would do anything if Kang Yi-sin ordered.
‘I don’t understand why he wants to teach morality to kids like this.’ That was Cha Song-jin’s honest feeling.
Isn’t it better to just leave them alone to use as he wants?
If Kang Yi-sin was really a bad guy, there’d be no reason to do this.
That was the problem. That Kang Yi-sin was ambiguously a good guy.
-You’re a good person. There’s no one more suitable than you to talk about what’s right and wrong, what shouldn’t be done. Even if it’s just very basic things, you can just say what you think is right.
-But that, you guys are villains…
-Yeah, we’ve killed some people. I know it’s bad. Still, you need to know it’s bad while doing it.
He shouldn’t have fallen for those words!
He nodded without realizing at that eloquence then, but now that he actually had to teach, he was at a loss.
‘What on earth am I supposed to write!’
Hitting people is bad, ah! But it’s okay if they’re bad guys.
Stealing other people’s things is bad, but it’s okay if it’s from bad guys!
He couldn’t write like this.
‘Should I be glad he at least intends to call bad things bad.’
Kang Yi-sin was, if anything, a conviction criminal.
Rather than a criminal who commits crimes for pleasure or financial gain, he’s more the type who commits crimes due to some belief of his own.
But conviction criminals are bad too. Yes, they’re bad.
‘But I can’t tell people who like that guy that their boss is a terribly bad person… No, is that what he wants? W-wouldn’t I get k-killed if I did that?’
Cha Song-jin tore at his hair in the small room.
But soon that worry ended too.
“I don’t know.”
For now, let’s just write something whether it turns out good or bad.
What Weltschmerz has done are crimes.
They are bad deeds.
They are deeds the world cannot accept.
Kang Yi-sin told him to teach that bad things are bad, and Cha Song-jin was going to try doing that for now.
‘I should have had the textbook checked beforehand…’
Whatever happens after having the textbook checked will happen under Kang Yi-sin’s permission, so it should be fine, right?
Yeah, let’s make that guy take responsibility.
‘Hmm, hmm. That’s the virtue of a boss. If I say everything is done on your boss’s orders, they won’t have anything to say to me. …R-right?’
It should be fine since they’re kids who at least somewhat listen to Kang Yi-sin’s words.
Just as he was absorbed in making the textbook like that. The outside became noisy.
It’s not even time to eat yet? Feeling strange, Cha Song-jin got up and opened the door.
“I’m telling you we need to go right now.”
“The boss told us to stay here.”
Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho were confronting each other, and the atmosphere looked serious at a glance.
“What’s going on?”
At Cha Song-jin’s words, Han Seo-hyeon frowned.
“The boss’s condition has worsened.”
“What do you mean his condition has worsened?”
“It seems he’s lost consciousness. His life energy decreased greatly for a moment…”
Han Seo-hyeon who said that added with a terrifying expression:
“And he’s continuing to move in that state. Moving while unconscious, isn’t someone kidnapping our boss?”
“W-wait, how do you know that? Ah, did you put a tracker on him?”
Even if you’re worried about the boss, is it okay to track him in real-time like that? At Cha Song-jin’s concern for Kang Yi-sin’s privacy, Han Seo-hyeon got irritated first.
“Is that important right now? Our boss might be getting kidnapped while unconscious!”
Han Seo-hyeon who got angry like that pulled out a staff from midair. The sight of space distorting and the staff coming out was amazing no matter how many times you saw it.
Ah, this isn’t the time to be impressed.
Cha Song-jin quickly opened his mouth.
“But, the boss told us to stay here.”
Before going to take care of business, Kang Yi-sin ordered them to stay inside.
That’s probably why Kim Jae-ho, who follows Kang Yi-sin’s orders well, was blocking Han Seo-hyeon.
“What if something really happened?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s face was full of worry.
“But he’s the boss, how could something happen…”
Cha Song-jin who said that without thinking suddenly recalled Kang Yi-sin’s face unconscious and covered in blood. Come to think of it, though we call him boss, he’s just a 22-year-old kid.
Moreover, where Kang Yi-sin went was a casino! What if he met another criminal organization in there and got attacked?
“We sh-should go look for him?”
At Cha Song-jin’s words that changed in an instant like flipping a palm, Kim Jae-ho frowned and said:
“But the boss told us to stay here.”
Kim Jae-ho was still bound by Kang Yi-sin’s order. Han Seo-hyeon looked at Kim Jae-ho like that and calmly continued:
“Do you trust the boss?”
“Yeah, I trust him.”
Kim Jae-ho tilted his head at Han Seo-hyeon’s question. It was a face wondering why such an obvious question came out.
“Right, I trust the boss too. If nothing’s wrong, the boss will always keep his promises to us. But what if something happened to the boss and he can’t come here? You almost lost the boss not long ago too.”
At those words, Kim Jae-ho’s face became serious.
“The boss might need our help right now.”
“But he told us to stay here…”
“And if we save the boss, how happy would he be? He’d praise us a lot, right? There were scenes like that in the manga you read too, where everyone was so happy when the protagonist saved the hostage captured by the villain.”
“Oh.”
At those words, Kim Jae-ho’s expression changed.
“What if the boss isn’t in danger?”
“Then we can just sneak back. If we sneak back, the boss won’t know anything. We can say we were here the whole time and won’t get scolded.”
Should I not stop them from blatantly lying like this? Maybe because he was nominally an morality teacher, Cha Song-jin had no choice but to agree that there was no more perfect plan than this.
It was absolutely not because he was afraid he would become Cha Song-jin who ‘was’ if he didn’t agree.
[So what are you all talking about?]
Eddie was looking at him with an innocent face not knowing anything.
“We should take that too, right?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Cha Song-jin sighed.
His head hurt at the thought of summarizing this long story.
Cha Song-jin decided to summarize this whole situation in one sentence.
[The boss has been captured.]
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When I regained consciousness, my hands and feet were tightly bound by something. A blindfold was covering my eyes, so I couldn’t see anything. The back of my head was damp. I wasn’t sure if it was my blood or wine. Thanks to my rapid regeneration there was no pain, but the wine-soaked back of my head wasn’t very pleasant.
Judging by the humming engine sound and my body shaking, it seemed my body was being transported somewhere.
It felt like a car, but the floor was hard so it didn’t seem like a normal vehicle.
A truck? Container? Whatever it was, my body felt like it was dying from being cramped.
I couldn’t move my body carelessly since I couldn’t be sure if anyone was nearby, so what should I do…
—You fool.
It was Ray’s welcome voice.
‘What happened?’
—What happened? You let your guard down and got hit on the back of the head and collapsed, that’s what.
‘Urgh.’
I had nothing to say to Ray’s blunt words. To think I fainted after being hit on the head with a wine bottle… Even if I was careless, to fall to such a pathetic attack. How can I go around calling myself the boss of a villain organization like this!
Ahem, at least it was fortunate it happened when the kids weren’t around. If it had happened in front of them, I would have been teased for days.
‘Since I’m not a physical enhancement type, my body tends to be a bit soft, you know? So, how should I put it… The non-combat version of me is quite weak…’
—What’s with that disgusting way of speaking?
Ahem, ahem. I cleared my throat inwardly and said to Ray:
‘Honestly, the problem was I got too excited. Hehe, your plan has already been exposed, now what will you do! I acted like a low-level extra giving transformation time.’
—In the end, you’re just saying you let your guard down, aren’t you?
‘Yes… But come to think of it, letting your guard down at crucial moments is also a virtue of villains, you could say.’
—By your logic, that would make them heroes, but that’s not right, is it?
That’s true. As expected, Ray was smart. To immediately demolish the logic of my words like that.
—Stop the nonsense and get your act together.
‘Yes.’
With my hands and feet bound, and my vision blocked, being transported to an unknown destination. It’s a situation where a normal person’s mind would break a hundred times, but fortunately, I had Ray.
‘What happened while I was unconscious?’
—When the dealer pressed a button, some gas rose from the floor. Everyone who inhaled that gas collapsed. Then they tied people’s hands and feet, blindfolded them, and loaded them onto some truck.
So they used gas. The reason I regained consciousness early was probably thanks to my rapid regeneration.
‘Most drugs shouldn’t work on awakener, though.’
—They said they prepared something quite strong in case of this.
‘Then other people must be loaded next to me too.’
—Except for one.
Before I could ask, Ray continued:
—Nikki, that woman was moved somewhere else.
‘Somewhere else…’
I can’t ask where she went. Ray can only see around me.
‘Urgh.’
Surely they don’t intend to kill her?
No, if they moved someone with the intention of killing, it’s more likely they would deal with us. Unlike Nikki, we were personnel they could kill without much trouble. It made sense if they thought that. Heading to the outskirts away from the city also made sense if it was to make disposal easier.
—What are you going to do?
Actually, now that I’ve regained consciousness, escaping from here wasn’t very difficult. Whether they didn’t consider the possibility I was an awakener, or they trusted the drug, there weren’t any artifacts controlling abilities.
The problem is that escaping like that would make it difficult to find the mastermind behind this.
‘Let’s just watch the situation for now.’
I’m really curious where they’re taking us and what they’ll do when we get there.
—Right, I knew you’d say that.
I held my breath listening to Ray’s grumbling.
I was planning to wait until this truck stopped.
* * *
The place where the truck carrying me stopped was a house in the suburbs quite far from the city.
The mansion with a gorgeous exterior and considerable size had an exterior too beautiful to be the backdrop for a horrific crime.
The truck stopped in front of a warehouse attached to the back of the mansion. August and Moziano who were in the truck’s driver’s seat got out, and the truck’s door opened.
I completely relaxed my body like an unconscious person. The two who opened the door of the container loaded on the back of the truck shouldered the unconscious people.
“Damn, this is heavy as hell.”
August who shouldered the man in his 50s cursed.
“H-help me!”
He seemed to have neglected exercise, as his grunting was quite noisy. Moziano helped August move the man.
I was the very last turn.
“Why did you crack this bastard’s head? Do you know how much that wine cost?”
“I told you, his eyes were annoyingly meeting mine.”
“Just for that reason?”
“No, it seemed like the suggestion wasn’t working on him somehow.”
At August’s words, Moziano who was pulling me flinched.
“If that’s really true, isn’t that a big problem? It means the suggestion didn’t work on that woman either…”
“…Damn it, it’s not my fault. The artifact malfunctioned. Tell the boss that too. Say the artifact malfunctioned.”
With those final words, the two closed their mouths so I couldn’t get any more information.
Hmm, I wish they had given more information…
I too was carried on their shoulders and moved to the warehouse.
Fortunately, I guess. Only a stuffy dust smell came from the warehouse. The absence of the smell of blood tickling my nose was, in a way, a positive sign.
Just as the two were dumping the drugged people in the warehouse one by one like that, someone barged in.
“Oh my! Wh-what’s going on here?”
The moment I heard that voice, I frowned. It was a voice I felt I had heard somewhere before. Male, middle-aged, unnecessarily good voice. Right, this voice. It was very familiar to my ears.
But the person I know couldn’t possibly be here…
“What are you doing here?”
“Well, it’s not a day to use the warehouse, but you came. I came to see if something was wrong.”
“It’s none of your business.”
August burst out in irritation at the man’s words. The newly intruding figure didn’t seem to be very trusted.
“How can I not be concerned? You brought so many people. Th-they’re not d-dead, are they?”
August got irritated at the timidly trembling voice.
“I told you. It’s none of your business.”
“But today isn’t a day to use the warehouse and…”
“Damn it, are your ears clogged or something? I told you this isn’t your business…”
Just as August’s voice was gradually rising. Moziano stopped his words.
“No, since it’s come to this, it wouldn’t be bad to get some help.”
“Are you out of your mind? To a guy who only knows how to pour drinks and laugh…”
“He can at least keep watch. We have more important things to do now than dealing with this.”
“Haah…”
August who sighed deeply as if displeased with this situation said to the man:
“As you can see, the guys here are people who were trying to interfere with our boss’s work. They’re not dead so don’t make such a scared face.”
“Y-yes.”
Moziano continued:
“They’re drugged so they won’t wake up until tomorrow morning. But if anything happens, contact us immediately.”
“Yes.”
Seemingly satisfied with the man’s obedient attitude, the two spat out a few precautions and hurriedly left.
—Are you going to let those people go like this?
‘Hmm…’
Certainly, catching those two bastards and asking what that ‘important business’ is should be what I need to do now. But you see. I’m going crazy curious about the owner of that voice.
So I bided my time until August and Moziano completely disappeared. And the moment the two’s presence vanished, I carefully raised my body.
“Eek!”
Startled by my suddenly rising body, the man fell backwards. I said to him:
“Good evening. No, is it not evening? If my greeting is inappropriate for the time, I apologize, I can’t see anything at all.”
—Is this the time to casually greet!
‘It feels like someone I know, you see.’
I couldn’t be certain since I hadn’t confirmed his face, no, I was certain. There couldn’t be many people who make such stupid remarks with such a handsome voice.
But there was no answer to my greeting. I tilted my head and called his name.
“Mr. John Smith?”
“G-good heavens!”
The man whose name I called shouted in a surprised voice. I sat down with a thud and said:
“It’s good to be surprised, but if you don’t mind, could you remove my blindfold? It’s a bit stuffy having my eyes covered.”
“Oh my, wait a moment. H-how do you know my name, no, do we know each other?”
“Hmm, I’ll answer your questions, so could you remove my blindfold first?”
“No, wait. I don’t think that’s a good idea…”
“I won’t harm you, don’t worry. You’re curious how I know your name, aren’t you?”
At my words, John cautiously approached me and removed the blindfold.
Seeing those blue eyes I was meeting for the first time in this world, though it had been a long time, I forcefully suppressed the emotions welling up inside.
“H-how do you know me?”
“Ahem, you were an announcer. I watched your broadcasts a few times. I was a fan.”
“Wow, it’s the first time someone has recognized me. Uh, I mean really the first time… To think I had a fan, if you want an autograph or… No. What a stupid thing to say, haha! I never thought I’d meet a fan of mine in a situation like, like this.”
“I studied English through your broadcasts.”
“Wow, that’s nice, but strange, I mean…”
Ah, right. My face now looks like someone whose native language is English to anyone. I hurriedly made up an excuse:
“Uh, I’m British, you see.”
“…Don’t they speak English in Britain too?”
Damn it. Stupid me! I quickly added:
“I mean I studied the American accent.”
“Oh! Now that you mention it, your accent does seem a bit similar to mine.”
Fortunately John was a naive person. Yes, he was an excessively pure person.
“Why is someone like you here?”
“Oh.”
At my words, John blinked with a surprised face.
“W-well, I…”
John who turned his gaze away from my eyes smiled awkwardly.
“Haha, this is really embarrassing. You see, I, I’m not here because I want to be…”
John’s face darkened as he looked at the people groaning without regaining consciousness while tightly bound.
“It’s a cliché story. Because of debt.”
“But you must have been successful as an announcer…”
“My younger sibling got involved with drugs. After losing a loved one, that’s how it turned out.”
John smiled bitterly.
“I ended up coming here in place of my sibling. Fortunately the boss here likes me so I avoided having my stomach cut open, at least.”
Ah, now I remember something John said. He lived as someone’s lover for a while, didn’t he?
‘I thought it was a joke…’
Anyway, the situation has turned out like this. John was one of the rare good people these days. I who remember his final moments know. How hard he tried to live righteously to the best of his ability.
Yes, it doesn’t make sense for someone like this to go through such things.
Meeting John here, isn’t it a kind of fate?
I looked at John and said:
“Do you believe in fate, John?”
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[I was worried hearing he was captured, but here he is seducing some old man…]
Eddie who opened his mouth as if dumbfounded frowned and added:
[By the way, your boss’s taste…]
[No, no!]
Cha Song-jin hurriedly threw out words. If he left Eddie’s words alone here, Kang Yi-sin’s image would fall to an irretrievable level.
[U-um. I’ll believe it’s not like that for now.]
Eddie closed his mouth with an uncomfortable expression. Cha Song-jin also had nothing to say. He denied it for now, but to look at a middle-aged man with moist eyes and say ‘Do you believe in fate?’
‘Come to think of it, that guy told me he was a prince on a white horse.’
Shouldn’t someone who casually spouts words like that be arrested under some kind of law?
Just as Cha Song-jin was shuddering thinking that. Han Seo-hyeon poked Cha Song-jin’s side and asked:
“What are they saying?”
“Hmm, trust me. You don’t want to hear what conversation is going on in there.”
“Why are you deciding that on your own? I might want to hear!”
Though he only meant to protect his mental state, he got a sharp response. Cha Song-jin recited the character for patience in his mind.
Right, didn’t they say if you endure three times, you can even avoid murder?
Let’s endure. The kid in front of me is a super strong necromancer.
Let’s endure. Even if I’m reborn, I can never beat that guy. No, if I lose to that guy, I’ll be reborn.
Let’s endure, if I don’t want to live the rest of my life as a skeleton.
Cha Song-jin who barely composed himself like that said:
“It doesn’t seem like he needs our help right away.”
Though he was only worried about Kang Yi-sin until he heard he was being transported unconsciously, when he actually came, there seemed to be no need to worry at all.
Han Seo-hyeon nodded while pouting his lips.
“Shouldn’t we go back?”
Han Seo-hyeon who turned his head sharply at Cha Song-jin’s words said:
“But since we’ve come all this way, let’s wait a bit more. He might need our help.”
Though they clearly agreed to go back if nothing was wrong. Cha Song-jin shrugged his shoulders.
Well, it’s understandable to be worried with a boss who casually replaces his body at the drop of a hat.
And so the Yi-sin-less Yi-sin team decided to hide in the darkness and watch the continuing situation for now.
* * *
Do you believe in fate?
At my words, John looked at me with a puzzled face.
“Don’t you feel it’s like fate that I, who happened to be a fan of John Smith, happened to fall before you like this?”
“Uh, well…”
“You don’t want to keep helping with bad things here forever, do you?”
“But if I escape from here, my younger sibling will be in danger.”
“I’m sorry to say this, but do you believe your sibling is still alive?”
At my question, John’s eyes clouded.
“But Diana promised me she would take good care of my sibling…”
It seems that Diana person is the boss?
Whether he believes her or not is John’s freedom, but unfortunately, I already knew the answer.
John’s sibling died long ago. This should be accurate since I heard it from John’s own mouth. I heard he wasted time for a sibling who was already dead.
“Have you ever met your sibling here even once?”
“My situation isn’t very good for meeting anyone.”
“Then, have you seen any evidence your sibling is alive? Like calling them, or seeing a photo?”
At my words, John’s expression darkened.
“No.”
“You know what kind of person your sibling was. No one keeps a troublemaker they no longer need alive.”
Unlike John, his sibling wasn’t a very good person. Even if they lost a loved one, I had no intention of sympathizing with a man who got involved with drugs and ruined not only his own life but his brother’s life as well.
If it weren’t for that guy, John would have lived a normal life. Though he would have been teased as an unpopular announcer.
“Is it my fault?”
“What?”
“Because I didn’t look for Philip, so Diana…”
“What on earth are you thinking?”
“If I had looked for that guy often, if I had, wouldn’t Philip have not died?”
He’s really a damn good person.
“No.”
I told him firmly.
“You’re not at all to blame for that guy’s death. No matter how many times you saved him, that person would have jumped towards death.”
John’s face darkened at my cold words.
“But it’s true I turned my back on a guy who needed my help. Honestly, uh, after coming here, I deliberately didn’t look for that guy. Thinking I’d done enough…”
I couldn’t watch John digging his own grave anymore. I said to John:
“You’ve already sacrificed enough for that guy. Just looking at you quitting being an announcer and being here makes it obvious!”
“Actually, I wasn’t very popular…”
“But you loved your job very much. Writing scripts to flow on the radio, reading listeners’ stories…”
“H-how did you know? I never told anyone that.”
“I told you I was a fan. If you listen to the radio, you can know that much from fan sentiment.”
At my words, John said with an innocent face, ‘I guess it wasn’t a lie!’ Though it’s questionable how he became an announcer with that mentality, I should be glad it passed safely thanks to that.
“So tell me. Do you want to escape from here?”
John looked at the knots binding my hands and feet and said with an embarrassed face:
“Usually in this situation, our lines should be reversed.”
Well, it is funny for someone with their hands and feet tied to say this.
I drew up magic and created a small ice spear. The ice spear that appeared in midair cut through the ropes binding my hands and feet in one go.
“Wow, wow.”
“I could leave anytime.”
“I-I guess so. You wouldn’t have needed my help at all…”
The reason I deliberately made a sound and spoke to John was not because I wanted to escape from here. John who finally understood the meaning in my eyes opened his mouth:
“Why are you trying to save me?”
“I told you, because I’m your fan.”
It’s not a lie.
Because I loved the radio John hosted terribly.
* * *
John was the most affectionate person I met in the white room.
Even when he was suddenly locked in the basement alone with me one day, John never got irritated when dealing with me.
It was the same when he was told out of the blue that he had to teach me.
Seol Rok-jin locked me and John in that damn room with a small electronic dictionary, and thanks to that, I had to hold onto that tiny electronic dictionary all day to talk with John.
For me who could only do very basic English until just a few days ago, conversation with this blue-eyed gentleman was only burdensome.
The word John said to me most was ‘It’s okay.’
John said everything was okay.
It’s okay if you make a mistake.
It’s okay if you get irritated.
Even if I got angry, or cursed.
He said it was all okay.
Even though I never actually asked him if it was okay, John was considerate of me even in that situation.
Thanks to his consideration, I barely got my bearings and started learning English from him.
He was an announcer at a local broadcasting station and was good enough at writing to write the opening lines for the radio he hosted himself, and he told me new stories every day.
When I opened my eyes in the morning, John would recite new opening lines to me every morning as if he had become a radio host, and I learned about his world through John’s radio.
“It’s an exceptionally bright sunny day. On days like this, you feel good no matter what you do, but there’s nothing as refreshing as driving down a long stretch of road. With my heart wanting to be your driving companion, I’ll start today’s morning radio with Deep Purple’s Highway Star.”
John’s singing skills that followed were terrible, but it was enough to make me laugh.
When I listened to John’s opening lines, I could close my eyes and imagine I was driving through the American West, forgetting the current situation.
Thanks to that, I was able to spend a very enjoyable time locked up with John.
However, the more enjoyable time I spent with John, the more anxiety began to fill a corner of my heart.
Would Seol Rok-jin really keep John alive after my lessons with him were over?
Considering the pattern so far, that seemed unlikely.
“What’s wrong?”
“John, do you think you can get out of here?”
I was young and didn’t know how to wisely hide my inner thoughts. Out of guilt towards John, I made the worst choice of transferring my worries to him.
Almost none of the people locked up with me in this room so far have made it out alive.
The day I told John those words, I couldn’t even look him in the eye properly.
“I’m sorry, because of me…”
To me saying that with my head bowed low, John gave me warm words as he always comforted me:
“It’s okay. It’s not your fault. So don’t be like that. Let’s be happy until our last day, for my sake too. That’s enough for me.”
John who patted my shoulder told me new news the next day too, just the same.
I asked him:
“Why did you quit being an announcer? When you’re so good at it.”
“Well, maybe because of my name?”
“Name?”
“I guess John Smith isn’t a good name for a public figure. Too common, too unmemorable.”
“It’s certainly not an impactful name.”
“I thought about changing my name, but I didn’t want to change the name my parents gave me.”
John’s face looked lonely as he said that and smiled.
“It might be better to have a common name if I think about how there will be no one to remember me and call my name in the future. There must be tons of John Smiths in the world…”
“I’ll remember you.”
That was the only promise I could keep.
“There’s nothing more I can teach you.”
“How can there be nothing? There’s so much I don’t know. I’ve only just started speaking English.”
“No, you’ve learned everything I can teach. Anyone who hears your English will say it’s perfect.”
“No.”
I shook my head.
But John was firm.
“We can’t stay locked up here together forever, can we?”
Though my graduation meant his death, John calmly told me the time had come for me to graduate.
That day, I fought with him for the first time and didn’t say a word to him. And I deliberately started pretending I couldn’t speak English.
But that didn’t last long either.
The next day, Seol Rok-jin came and told me.
That he would give me time for a final goodbye.
Because he was an ‘excellent teacher’, it was a consideration he was giving.
Hearing those words, I couldn’t say anything like an idiot, but John was different. John who heard those words started the radio the next day with opening lines I could never forget:
“Today is the day my student graduates. The friend who couldn’t even properly recite the alphabet at first has now become a wonderful English speaker who could be an announcer. I’m happy and happy again. Because the world my student will live in from now on has become a little wider. Today, let me recommend one last song for my student. John Lennon sings. Bless You.”
I didn’t want to lose my first teacher I had barely given affection to like this. To me who was just wailing and crying, John said:
“Yi-sin, I think, you know. You don’t need to feel sorry for me at all.”
John who said that looked at my face and said:
“I can escape by dying here, but you can’t, can you? So you don’t need to feel sorry for me. Rather, I’m more sorry. For escaping and leaving you behind.”
He was a foolish teacher who only worried about me until the end.
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—Ahem, so there was such a story. I thought you were…
‘I was what?’
—Well… that you had a thing for older people.
What are you saying, you old artifact?
‘It’s technically true that I like older people, which makes me even more annoyed.’
—You did like older people?
‘If I had to say, my ideal type is someone understanding… no, is this the time to talk about such things?’
I suddenly came to my senses. I almost fell for Ray and wasted time with useless talk. I turned my gaze back to John.
If I hadn’t met John, I might not know, but having met John here, there was no option of just leaving him behind.
Because I’m the kind of person who knows the grace of a teacher. That I should somehow save your life.
So say it. Please, save me, get me out of this hell.
—You’re talking as if there’s a choice, when you’re fully intending to take him out even if he doesn’t say anything.
‘…I want to rescue him, not kidnap him.’
Just say one word that you need help, that you need saving.
John looked at me with a bitter smile and said:
[Honestly, I don’t know. If my sibling really ended up like that, I wonder if a person like me is even worth living.]
Having already lost the job he loved, and also lost all the people he loved… He might not want to live anymore.
But I couldn’t leave John like this.
[Is there some madman brainwashing you? Like, threatening you by killing people in front of you if you don’t listen…]
[Pardon?]
[I’m asking if there’s a stalker who tightly grips your windpipe so you can’t die even if you want to, shaking up your life.]
[That’s not the case, but…]
[If that’s not the case either, why are you so afraid? Just live. Let’s live and think about it.]
I put my hand on John’s shoulder and said:
[You’ve gotten a chance to live freely, doing what you want to do. Are you thinking of just letting this chance go?]
[B-but…]
[John, you’re too good a person to die.]
[Me?]
There was doubt towards my words on John’s face. Right, my words aren’t very credible. I know that even if someone you just met today says ‘You’re worth living, you’re a good person,’ it won’t really resonate.
But still.
I want you to live.
I want you to be very happy in this life, unlike the past.
[Well, if it doesn’t seem so right now, prove it as you live on. That you’re a good person.]
At my words, John laughed with an incredulous face.
[So you’ll save me first, and tell me to prove it?]
[I’m generous, I give a lot of credit. So pay me back by living later.]
At my words, John shook his head and said:
[I just can’t win against you with words. Alright. For now, let’s try living. It’s not like I’m here because I want to be…]
Good, I’ve succeeded in pulling my past teacher out of hell.
Now it’s time to save the people here.
[First, we need to move the people here.]
[A-all these people?]
[Yes. Is there any safe place?]
Leaving John deep in thought at my words, I first checked the condition of the people. Though they weren’t regaining consciousness, fortunately everyone seemed to be in no danger to their lives.
[There’s a villa a bit away from here, it should be safe there.]
Good, we’ve secured a safe space. Now the problem was how to move these unconscious collapsed people there.
Just in case, I asked if there were any transportation means available, but Diana who was worried he might escape had removed everything from cars to even bicycles.
Damn it.
Does this mean I have to carry all these people on my back all the way there? Usually I could just subtly push such dirty work onto Han Seo-hyeon or Kim Jae-ho.
—Are you thinking of using kids who aren’t even here?
Right, I’m an adult of a new country, so I should take care of my own work…
“Ah, I wish someone would move all these people for me.”
But I couldn’t help such a mutter coming out without realizing. Ah, I wish someone would do my work for me…
As if hearing my muttering, with a strange ‘Hiyah’sound, a skeleton dropped from the ceiling.
“Wh-what is this!”
[Aaaaah!]
John fell backwards again at the sudden appearance of the skull. It was such a refreshing back tumble that I worried if he might have cracked his skull.
Anyway, if there’s a skeleton here, that means…
I put my hand on my face.
“Seo-hyeon?”
“Yes.”
At the voice coming from above, I slightly raised my head.
I saw the Weltschmerz members and temporary native English teacher stuck to the window in the warehouse ceiling.
“Didn’t I clearly tell you not to follow?”
“Yes, you did, but it seemed like someone said they needed help. So I flew over, swoosh.”
That doesn’t make sense! How did you come so quickly! No, even if you really flew over by teleportation, that means you were eavesdropping on my words!
I wanted to argue like that, but seeing their confident expressions, I’d only lose if I argued.
John who got up from the floor pointed at the skeleton with a trembling finger.
[Wh-what is th-that?]
“Ah.”
I should introduce them first.
[Don’t be surprised, these are my subordinates.]
[B-but it’s dead?]
[Ah, that’s a skeleton summoned by my subordinate, and my subordinates are up there on the ceiling.]
[Eek!]
John who looked up at the ceiling sat down unsteadily while making a strange sound.
“My neck hurts, come down.”
At my words, the members hanging from the ceiling all came down to the floor. As soon as he came down to the floor, Han Seo-hyeon subtly pointed at John with his eyes and asked:
“Who on earth is that person?”
“My English teacher.”
“What?”
“I learned English by watching his broadcasts in the past.”
I made that excuse. At my words, Han Seo-hyeon examined John’s face and gaped.
“He w-was a celebrity? Then that’s fan…”
“Huh?”
Before I could answer Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho shouted with an excited face:
“Celebrity!”
Kim Jae-ho who hurriedly took out a notebook and pen from his pocket ran straight to John.
“What are you doing?”
“They said to get an autograph when you meet a celebrity.”
John who had a surprised expression at Kim Jae-ho’s request soon happily gave Kim Jae-ho an autograph.
[My goodness, to think I had another fan.]
And Kim Jae-ho who received John’s autograph smiled brightly and said:
“How much can I sell this for?”
Hmm…
I hurriedly turned my gaze away.
I should bury the truth.
* * *
With Han Seo-hyeon’s help, I succeeded in moving the people and John to a safe area.
[Do you know anything?]
Since he had been staying here, I thought he might know something well. But at my question, John shook his head with a troubled face.
[I don’t know much either. Diana never talked about work in front of me. She, she just told me to stay pretty…]
[Urgh.]
For reference, it’s not me making that vomiting sound now. It’s Edward. I lightly hit Edward’s side. Edward barely composed his expression.
[Sorry, I have a habit of vomiting when I hear disgusting things.]
He managed his expression, but couldn’t manage the words coming out of his mouth. While I was stepping on Edward’s foot, John scratched the back of his head and said:
[I can’t understand her taste at all either. What does she like about an old man like me…]
The way he actually said that looked like a lover who had received plenty of love to anyone watching, so I was at a loss for words.
Even Edward who had been frowning while getting his foot stepped on by me lost his words, making a sound like [Wow…].
No, what’s with that expression? Did you really live well here, warm and well-fed?
Huh? Didn’t you say you lived as a lover! Shouldn’t you live resolutely, burning with revenge towards the person playing with you while smiling on the outside!
—Why are you getting immersed?
‘…That’s right.’
I barely came to my senses at Ray’s words. Anyway, what’s important now isn’t whether John lived well here as a beloved lover.
But the more I tried to dig for information, the more it became clear John didn’t know anything.
[You really don’t know jack shit.]
You know nothing, John…
John’s face reddened at my wistful words.
Though I failed to get help from John, it wasn’t like I gained nothing.
First, I found out that the one operating that casino was a gang, and second, I found out that the gang leader’s name was Diana.
Well, it would have been even better if I had found out how big their scale was, where their base was, things like that…
Unfortunately, John didn’t know anything.
I said to John who somehow looked more deflated than before:
[Stay here until the work is done.]
[What? Here?]
[Or you can leave with this if you want.]
I took out the cash ticket I had won from my pocket and handed it to John. John’s eyes widened as he looked at the ticket I handed him, at first wondering what it was.
[This is too much money!]
[I believe you’ll use it well.]
I got on the back of the sand eagle Han Seo-hyeon had summoned, leaving John who was trying to say something. The eagle carried all of us and rose into the air. Han Seo-hyeon asked me:
“What are you planning to do now?”
“We need to find the missing Nikki.”
That was the top priority. So…
“I’m counting on you, Seo-hyeon!”
Han Seo-hyeon pouted his lips.
“You looked like you were asking why we came all this way just earlier.”
Honestly, it’s not like I didn’t think that at all, but since we’ve come all this way, we should make proper use of it.
—What a trashy thought.
‘Then should I tell the kid who came all this way to just go back? Huh?’
Anyway, at my words, Han Seo-hyeon pouted his mouth but spread sand in all directions. With rat and bird skeletons moving too, Nikki’s location would soon be revealed.
I told Han Seo-hyeon all the information I knew.
“Hmm, it’s definitely strange. That they took only that person separately.”
“Right.”
There must be a reason they deliberately separated Nikki from us.
‘The most worrying thing is that August is a mental ability user.’
His suggestion was clearly at a pathetic level, but he could greatly boost that level momentarily by resonating with surrounding artifacts.
It’s a method that’s burdensome to the caster so he doesn’t seem to use it often, but if necessary, he can produce an effect comparable to brainwashing for a moment.
And if there’s an artifact that can amplify that ability even more…
“Do you not know exactly who this Nikki person is?”
“I searched earlier, but no one came up with the name Nikki.”
At Cha Song-jin’s words, I stroked my chin.
I thought it was strange too. Even if I’m not interested in American hunters, still. If it’s a large guild with over a hundred affiliated hunters, I should know about it.
“Nikki is probably not her real name, but an alias or nickname.”
“Well, it makes sense she’d hide her real name since she came to gamble.”
Well, whatever. Whoever Nikki is, is that important?
“Let’s just save her first.”
“And after we save that person?”
“…We need to find out what that gang is doing behind the scenes.”
If they were scamming people while involving a mental ability user, well.
“We can’t just leave guys like that alone.”
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How much time had passed?
Han Seo-hyeon said:
“I couldn’t find that person, but there’s a suspicious space in the casino basement.”
“What do you mean by suspicious space?”
Usually, the basement of a hotel building had facilities necessary for the building’s operation. Things like restaurants, storage rooms. Many places also put employee break rooms in the basement. The strategy was to stuff all facilities that weren’t good for customers to see underground.
But he said the basement of the hotel we were staying at was different. Up to the first basement floor was like a normal hotel basement, but from the second basement floor down, there were lots of things you couldn’t see in a normal hotel basement.
“First, the security is incredibly tight, and the people walking around were strange for normal hotel employees. For starters, there were quite a few people not wearing uniforms…”
According to Han Seo-hyeon’s explanation, there were lots of suspicious people walking around that basement. He also saw quite a few things that looked like artifacts.
Unfortunately, Han Seo-hyeon had only examined part of that basement.
“There are sealed off areas and spaces protected by artifacts, so there’s a limit to how much I can examine from afar.”
“Maybe Nikki is in that basement.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon smiled brightly and said:
“Well, with a basement like that, they wouldn’t have to worry about anything leaking out no matter what they do.”
Hmm, that doesn’t seem like something to say so cheerfully…
Well, anyway, I guess this means the casino basement is the most suspicious place for now. We don’t know if Nikki is there, but it wouldn’t be bad to thoroughly investigate suspicious places first.
“Then let’s go there for now.”
At my words, the eagle Han Seo-hyeon was controlling instantly turned towards the hotel. Cha Song-jin screamed as the eagle tilted sharply.
“Aaaah!”
“Stop making a fuss, you won’t fall.”
As payment for making a racket, Cha Song-jin immediately received a mouthful of curses from Han Seo-hyeon.
“S-sorry.”
He really has such little courage. After thinking for a moment, I said to Cha Song-jin:
“You and Edward stay in the hotel room.”
At my words, Cha Song-jin raised his head and looked at me. With a face full of dissatisfaction, Cha Song-jin swallowed and asked me:
“A-are you thinking of going without me?”
“Yes.”
“Wh-why?”
“Even if you come, you won’t have anything to do…”
“Why wouldn’t I have anything to do! You might need my help…”
“What do you think we’re going to do that you want to come along?”
“Well, that…”
Cha Song-jin couldn’t easily answer my question. It wasn’t that he couldn’t think of anything at all, but rather he closed his mouth because he was uncomfortable saying out loud the answer that came to mind. He must know the things we’d do underground would be that sort of thing.
“Right, we’ll do exactly that sort of thing you’re thinking of. And you don’t really fit with that kind of thing.”
How could he want to come along when he hasn’t even received proper combat training? Is that why? Is his pride hurt?
“It’s not something to be hurt about. You’re not properly prepared yet. In that situation, if you came to the scene…”
“You mean I’d be a nuisance?”
I immediately shook my head at Cha Song-jin’s dejected face.
“It’s because you could get hurt.”
“Isn’t that the same as being a nuisance?”
“It’s different. How is saying stay in a safe place because I’m worried the same as don’t come along because you’ll be a hindrance?”
I inwardly clicked my tongue as I looked at Cha Song-jin who still seemed to have a lot he wanted to say. His mindset of wanting to be with us somehow is admirable, but that’s as far as it goes.
“You don’t even know how to fight properly yet. What if a fight breaks out down there?”
“Well, that’s true, but still…”
“If you really want to come with us, you can actually just come along. Our kids aren’t so incompetent they can’t protect you.”
The problem was elsewhere.
Cha Song-jin was a coward. I knew he was always trembling with his hands behind his back even as he pretended to be composed. He would unknowingly flinch at loud noises, and he was the type to squeeze his eyes shut first when violent things happened.
Do we need to take such a person to a place where violent things could happen? What for?
“You don’t like fighting.”
“But it’s necessary work. Everyone’s going…”
“Yeah, it’s necessary work. But there’s no reason to take someone who hates that kind of thing along, because! We have someone here who doesn’t hate that kind of thing, and might even like it.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon pouted his lips and said:
“When you say it like that, it makes me sound like an incredibly violent person.”
“I wasn’t talking about you, but well. If it bothers you that much, let’s say you’re the type who feels the thrill of battle rather than being violent.”
At those words, Han Seo-hyeon smiled grimly and said:
“It does feel good to do bad things to bad guys.”
Cha Song-jin’s shoulders trembled slightly at Han Seo-hyeon’s words. Han Seo-hyeon smiled mischievously at that reaction. He’s definitely aiming for that reaction on purpose.
“Just as everyone is born with different personalities and talents, the things we’re good at are different too. Look at me, have you ever seen me lift a finger to clean our room?”
At my proud words, Han Seo-hyeon said with an incredulous expression:
“…Wow, you’re bringing that up for this?”
“Pfft.”
Cha Song-jin burst out laughing without realizing after hearing Han Seo-hyeon’s grumbling. Good, it seems he’s at least swept away useless thoughts like being a nuisance to us.
I said to Cha Song-jin:
“I don’t know what you’re worried about, but even if you join our team, you know. We won’t force you to do things you don’t want to do. We won’t think it’s a nuisance either. So I…”
Cha Song-jin who smiled mischievously slightly continued my words:
“Don’t do housework.”
“Yeah, that’s right. What, our organization assigns people to the most suitable places based on each member’s preferences and characteristics. How’s that for proper personnel placement?”
“Proper personnel placement?”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon who was in charge of housework in Weltschmerz looked at me with an expression like he couldn’t believe what he heard.
Ouch, my conscience was pricked. It was like I could hear Ray’s scolding in my head even though Ray hadn’t said anything.
“W-well. Jae-ho doesn’t cook either.”
I cried out in indignation like that, but the contempt towards me only deepened.
“Is Boss the same as Jae-ho?”
“What’s the difference!”
“Jae-ho is, well, Jae-ho!”
Han Seo-hyeon said while looking at Kim Jae-ho. Though the person in question seemed to have no thoughts, Han Seo-hyeon made great efforts to protect Kim Jae-ho’s human rights.
But I, Kang Yi-sin, leader of Weltschmerz, am a man who knows there’s sometimes a need to reveal harsh truths to the world.
“If you think about it, Jae-ho has never even cooked before.”
“I have cooked!”
“How is just putting out ingredients cooking?”
“That’s the fastest way to get full.”
“So putting ingredients on a plate isn’t cooking, right?”
Kim Jae-ho just pouted his lips at my words. He still had a face insisting that just picking up and eating ingredients was the fastest way to get full.
“See! At least I can process ingredients.”
“You just stir-fry everything!”
“What’s wrong with stir-frying!”
In the end, our conversation went off on a tangent again. I wanted to have a slightly serious talk but it went off track.
“Anyway, the conclusion is you don’t need to forcibly do things you’re not good at and don’t like. In the first place, when there are people who are better at it, well, leaving it all to them isn’t such a bad choice either.”
“You’re really shameless, so shameless.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I reluctantly threw out some words:
“Th-then should I start doing housework again from tomorrow?”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon snorted and said:
“No thanks.”
Phew, thank goodness. Actually, I didn’t have even the slightest intention of doing housework again.
—You really are trash…
At Ray’s admiration, I smiled inwardly and said:
‘Haha, I may be trash, but I’m trash liberated from housework!’
—Why are you saying that so proudly!
Somehow it feels like the conclusion ended up as Kang Yi-sin = trash, but the important message is this:
Even if Cha Song-jin joins Weltschmerz, we have no intention of making him do things he dislikes.
In the first place, Cha Song-jin is non-combat personnel. I have no intention of dragging someone whose talent doesn’t suit combat around as combat personnel. I was planning to teach him just enough self-defense to protect himself, and then exempt him from combat training he dislikes…
Perhaps my earnest feelings got through. Cha Song-jin nodded and obediently said to me:
“I understand, I’ll stay at the hotel comfortably.”
If Cha Song-jin understood my heart, that should be enough. Hmm, that’s right. Just as I was feeling relieved like that.
“By the way, you’re still calling me ‘you’?”
My shoulders trembled at Cha Song-jin’s words.
Hmm, right. I did call him that again this time.
“W-well, I don’t know what to call you.”
Should I really call him hyung? It has to be hyung, nothing but hyung…
—Why do you dislike it so much? Didn’t you say you like older people?
‘…Are you teasing me?’
Ray burst out laughing at my words. Where else is there an artifact that likes to tease its owner so much after seeing one weakness? Anyway, to think there’s an artifact that enjoys teasing its owner this much.
“Is it that you don’t want to call me hyung because I’m not hyung-like? I guess it would be a bit much to call someone like me hyung.”
You just stopped digging a hole and now you’re digging again! I fidgeted at Cha Song-jin’s words.
“No, it’s not exactly that, it’s, um…”
I looked at Han Seo-hyeon with desperate eyes, but Han Seo-hyeon just shrugged his shoulders.
“I call him hyung.”
“Th-that’s!”
You’re really eighteen! I’m, huh? I’m older and all that. But the situation was bad for pushing the trans-older theory.
“I guess it’s a bit much to keep calling you ‘you’?”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon opened his mouth on behalf of Cha Song-jin who had his head bowed low:
“Yes, it’s better than Mr. Cha… But that’s a bit much too.”
Urgh, I guess calling Cha Song-jin hyung would be best after all? Right, I should just close my eyes tight and call him hyung.
Just as I was squeezing my eyes shut like that:
“Haha! I’m joking. Just call me whatever’s comfortable. Later, uh, whatever happens, call me properly then.”
I turned my head up in disbelief. Cha Song-jin was looking at me with a playful face.
What was that just now?
Was he teasing me?
Only then did the tension leave my whole body.
“There’s really not a single trustworthy person around.”
While we were chattering like that, the black eagle had already arrived near the hotel. The eagle lightly landed on the ground.
“Go up and rest.”
At my words, Cha Song-jin who nodded grabbed Edward’s wrist.
[We’re going to the hotel to rest.]
[What? Why? Where is everyone else going?]
[None of your business.]
I gave a thumbs up as I watched Cha Song-jin conveying what needed to be said to Edward in broken English.
“Well done, awesome!”
Cha Song-jin who blushed at my praise dragged Edward up to the hotel.
Now then, it’s time for us to do our work.
“This way.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho and I moved our steps.
I don’t know what’s in that basement, but…
‘I hope they’re all gathered there in a way that’s easy to sweep up at once.’
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We infiltrated the basement through the casino’s emergency staircase.
There were quite a lot of people in the casino. It was easy to get to the emergency stairs while avoiding their eyes, but the problem was getting to the emergency stairs leading down to the second basement floor.
‘Normally the stairs should be connected, but here the stairs aren’t connected.’
They blocked the original stairs and placed different stairs on another side to connect to the second basement floor.
To get to those stairs, we had to cross through the center of the first basement floor.
It was almost impossible to get to the stairs leading to the second basement floor while avoiding the eyes of the people in the first basement.
But with Han Seo-hyeon’s all-purpose surveillance system, it’s a different story.
“Even if I can see over there clearly, coming up with a route where we won’t be caught by anyone is a different story, you know? Do you know how many people are walking around there?”
Han Seo-hyeon who sighed said to me:
“Can’t we just beat them all up and go in?”
The reason I came up with a plan to break through the first basement floor without being caught by anyone was not only because there’s no more effective method for attacking the enemy than a stealth attack, but also because I didn’t want to create unnecessary victims.
“Not everyone working at the casino is a bad person. Maybe there are people who really think they’re working at a normal casino without knowing anything, or people who are working here out of necessity for their livelihood even though they vaguely know something bad is happening inside.”
In fact, this casino was one of the pillars supporting the local economy. Most of the people working here are local residents.
Looking at the big picture, it might not be very helpful in reviving this region’s economy, but there are quite a few people who would immediately become unemployed if they didn’t work at this casino.
“Can’t you do something?”
“Really…”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon rolled his eyes and grumbled:
“So you’re saying let’s not make innocent victims as much as possible, right?”
Han Seo-hyeon summarized my words at once. I nodded.
“You were just talking earlier like someone who enjoys violent situations.”
“Well that…”
“You were trying to scare Song-jin hyung, right?”
So that’s why he suddenly said things like ‘It does feel good to do bad things to bad guys.’ He didn’t mean to just tease Cha Song-jin.
“You didn’t need to go that far though.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon pouted his lips.
“But it was convenient thanks to that, wasn’t it?”
I couldn’t say no to those words. Thanks to Han Seo-hyeon’s help, the atmosphere did lighten up a bit…
Han Seo-hyeon who was examining my face shrugged his shoulders and said:
“Anyway, I got it. I’ll do my best.”
“Tell me if you try and it doesn’t work.”
“Forget it! I’ll definitely do it, so just be quiet and watch.”
Han Seo-hyeon who said that closed his eyes and concentrated. Kim Jae-ho and I quietly closed our mouths so as not to disturb Han Seo-hyeon.
Han Seo-hyeon groaned for about ten minutes, rolling his closed eyes this way and that.
“Done.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I looked at Han Seo-hyeon and gave a thumbs up.
“You have to move exactly as I say, got it?”
“Yeah!”
Seeing us two talking like that, Kim Jae-ho slightly melted into my shadow.
‘Oh my.’
Those of us without such fraudulent skills had no choice but to avoid people passing by one by one.
Han Seo-hyeon who opened the emergency door gave me a look. I followed Han Seo-hyeon and walked straight. As soon as we opened the door leading to the first basement floor, we felt numerous presences.
I walked as Han Seo-hyeon guided. Sometimes striding, sometimes sneaking. When we needed to stop, Han Seo-hyeon raised his hand in front of me, and I stopped in my tracks each time as if hit by an ice beam.
There were times when employees almost discovered us, but even that was already calculated in Han Seo-hyeon’s mind. I felt exhilarated by the movements fitting together like cogwheels.
It felt like I had become a special agent appearing in an infiltration movie.
“This is quite thrilling.”
Just when I let my guard down thinking we were almost there. Han Seo-hyeon grabbed my wrist and pulled me down.
“Hup!”
The door that had been closed until just now suddenly opened and a waiter appeared from there.
[Who sent this up?]
[What’s the matter?]
[There’s a stain left on the towel!]
[Oh no.]
We were almost caught by the man who suddenly appeared. I covered my mouth while hiding behind a table. After the man who was shouting like that disappeared, Han Seo-hyeon grabbed my wrist and walked quickly.
“Huff, huff.”
When we finally found the stairs going down to the second basement floor, Han Seo-hyeon and I silently let out cheers of joy.
—You look just like squid grilling on a gas stove.
Even Ray’s merciless evaluation couldn’t stop our joy.
“Well done, Seo-hyeon!”
“I think I did pretty amazing myself.”
If we had just beaten everyone up and come, we couldn’t have felt this thrill.
We succeeded in coming down to the second basement floor without encountering anyone, so all that’s left is to sweep through the second basement floor.
Kim Jae-ho who slightly revealed himself again as the difficult section ended squeezed in between me and Han Seo-hyeon sitting on the stairs.
‘Seeing how hard it was to get in here, they must be doing something fishy behind the scenes.’
Otherwise, there’s no reason they would block a perfectly fine emergency staircase and put separate stairs.
I sat down on the stairs and asked Han Seo-hyeon about the outside situation with my eyes.
“There are two people in the corridor that comes out as soon as we open the door. There are CCTVs installed in three places in the corridor.”
It was definitely different from the first basement floor which seemed like anyone could come and go. Does this mean security guards will face us as soon as we open the stairs?
“Block the surveillance cameras first as we enter.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon nodded. Han Seo-hyeon’s sand entered through the door crack. With this, we don’t have to worry about CCTVs. If they were watching the CCTVs in real-time they might notice something strange, but we’ll be faster in subduing them before they notice anything strange.
“While I open the door and draw attention, take care of both of them at once.”
“Kill them?”
At Kim Jae-ho’s question, I shook my head.
“No, don’t kill them, just knock them out for now.”
Seeing them working here, they’re definitely fishy guys, but I was planning to avoid hasty loss of life before assessing the situation.
At my words, Kim Jae-ho who nodded melted into the shadows just like that. As planned beforehand, I opened the emergency staircase door and went outside.
I drew up magic as I watched the guys pointing their guns at me. Kim Jae-ho jumping out of the shadows was faster than the guys firing their guns at me. The moment attention was drawn to Kim Jae-ho, I also closed the distance at full speed and planted a knee kick in the stomach of the guy in front of me.
[Urgh!]
The guy clung to me while in pain. This has become troublesome. I went behind the guy, put my forearm around his neck and knocked him out by pressing on his carotid artery.
—Wow, your skills have really improved by leaps and bounds after going through such real combat.
It’s certainly much easier compared to Kim Jae-ho.
Kim Jae-ho and I dragged the unconscious people and roughly threw them into a room connected to the stairs. They won’t wake up for a while.
Meanwhile, Han Seo-hyeon who finished a brief reconnaissance led us two.
“It seems to be this way.”
The corridor extending from the stairs led to other corridors. The second basement floor looked like a maze, it seemed they had divided what was originally a large space into several rooms by putting up partition walls.
The narrow corridors had lots of luggage piled up, so visibility wasn’t very good. It also seemed poorly ventilated, much more stuffy than the floor above.
No, it’s not just poor ventilation.
I frowned and stopped walking as soon as I smelled the faint strange odor mixed in the air.
‘This is…’
“What’s wrong?”
Han Seo-hyeon standing next to me asked as if finding it strange.
“There’s a stink coming from somewhere.”
At my words, Jae-ho hurriedly shouted:
“It’s not me!”
“…I know it’s not you. There’s a strange smell coming from that corridor. So don’t take off your masks, no matter what.”
I gave a firm warning to the two.
It’s fortunate the masks have an air purification function. I almost had to send the two back as soon as we came.
—What on earth did you smell to be so startled like this?
‘This is the smell that comes when manufacturing drugs.’
The unique smell that comes when making synthetic drugs was vibrating in the corridor. When I raised my senses by raising my magic power, it was enough to make me dizzy. For such a smell to come through closed doors. It means drugs haven’t been manufactured here for just a day or two.
‘Since I haven’t seen anyone doing drugs around here, they’re probably not distributed here. There must be a separate place for sales.’
Synthetic drugs were relatively cheap in terms of raw materials and easy to manufacture by bringing in raw materials separately. If they can just avoid people’s eyes like this, it means they can manufacture anywhere.
But I didn’t know they would be making it so blatantly…
Ray casually threw out words at my hardened face.
—You really hate it despite having jumped into the drug industry yourself.
In the past, I had curried favor with China’s Silver Moon Society, and gained a stake in the drug trade between the Black Leopard Faction and the Silver Moon Society. It meant I had a foot in the drug industry, even if I didn’t directly manufacture or distribute drugs.
But that doesn’t mean I like drugs.
As Taika Cooper said, drugs were dangerous things that could instantly plunge people’s lives into the abyss…
Especially the damage to ordinary people who misused drugs for awakeners was unspeakably huge.
But despite that, why did I put my hand in the drug business?
‘Because I needed money.’
—Weren’t there many ways to make money other than that?
I didn’t say anything to those words of Ray.
There were many excuses. That at the time I couldn’t see any other way, or that it’s impossible to eradicate drugs in this world anyway and someone would make money in that market even if I didn’t get involved, so what’s wrong with me getting involved and making money together.
But the conclusion is one.
I’m just a person who sold my conscience for money, and that’s right.
“What do you mean by stink? Tell me exactly, what’s going on?”
But seeing Han Seo-hyeon asking me like that, my breath caught, so it seems I still had a little bit of conscience left that I hadn’t sold off.
I tried to compose my expression and said to Han Seo-hyeon:
“It seems they’re making drugs here.”
“Drugs?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s a big problem, isn’t it?”
Listening to Han Seo-hyeon’s answer, I thought.
It seems there should be a line between us too.
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Every door we opened in the corridor was a jackpot. The problem is it’s a jackpot in a bad sense, not a good one.
Behind the first door we opened were resting gang members. We quickly subdued them and opened the next door.
What was there was a huge laboratory, no, a drug manufacturing facility.
As I had guessed from the smell outside, they were producing drugs here. The room lined with flasks and various heating devices resembled a laboratory. With such technology and ability, they should use their skills for better things.
Those who looked like drug technicians immediately raised their hands and surrendered as soon as they saw us. Unlike the other gang members who tried to shoot us on sight.
I subdued them, tied them up and corralled them in one place.
It’s foolish to judge people by appearances alone, but the people here seemed different from the gang members outside.
How should I put it, they looked much more like ‘model students’.
‘It means they brought in properly educated guys.’
In fact, quite specialized knowledge was needed to make drugs. Especially for high-quality drugs.
If those model students are as skilled as they look, the level of drugs here must be quite high too.
‘Can you analyze drugs too?’
—Huh? How could I analyze something that’s not an artifact?
At those words, I rubbed the drugs I had dabbed on my finger onto my pants.
—Is it okay to rub that on your pants?
‘I can’t rub it on my tongue, can I?’
—Well, that’s true.
I narrowed my eyes and examined the facility, but there was nothing particularly noticeable. I don’t know anything about drugs so I have nothing more to say.
At that moment, one of the men sitting on the floor asked me:
[Wh-what do you want?]
Ah, right. I can just ask directly. I knocked everyone out on the way here, so I forgot those people have mouths too.
—Oh my.
‘Ahem. In the first place, the other guys didn’t give me a chance to talk to them.’
But the guy in front of me is different. Is this what they call an educated gentleman? It was admirable how he was trying to find a way to survive even in this situation.
—Somehow it feels like you’re being sarcastic…
Ignoring Ray’s words, I knelt down on the floor and met the guy’s eyes.
[What were you doing here?]
[You can see for yourself, we were making drugs.]
The man’s voice was completely drained of strength. Is the prickly tone his original personality?
[I’m looking for someone. Was a woman brought here after being kidnapped?]
At my words, the man narrowed his eyes.
[I haven’t heard of any woman coming. Besides, we usually stay here…]
[Do you know of any space where they might take a kidnapped awakener?]
I looked straight into the man’s eyes and said:
[You must have seen and heard things while working here. Think carefully. Maybe if you tell me something helpful, I might let you live?]
At my words, fear began to settle in the man’s eyes. With a pale face, the man’s lips moved and he opened his mouth as if remembering something.
[If it’s a place where they might take an awakener, there’s only one place.]
[Where?]
[It’s not in this building…]
I was able to get an address from the guy. Han Seo-hyeon wrote down the address I dictated.
“Do you know where it is?”
“Roughly.”
Han Seo-hyeon who entered the address in his smartphone nodded.
[I gave you the information you wanted, so p-please, just my life…]
I didn’t give any answer to the guy’s words. As if guessing his fate from my expression, the guy started screaming loudly.
[Why! You said you’d let me live, you said you’d let me live!]
I had no choice but to knock him out.
—What are you planning to do?
They’re guys who make and distribute drugs. Even if we let them live here, they’ll just do the same thing somewhere else.
“Seo-hyeon and Jae-ho, search the surroundings a bit.”
“What about you, Boss?”
“I’ll take care of this place and come out.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon looked straight at my face and said:
“You don’t need to handle it alone, Boss.”
It was a face that knew what I was trying to do. He’s grown up too much. I patted Han Seo-hyeon’s shoulder and said:
“It’s because we need to quickly find anything suspicious here before leaving.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes and went out of the room.
And I…
Dealt with the bad guys in my own way. I dealt with the guys in other rooms the same way and came back out to the corridor.
“Boss! Come over here!”
Where Han Seo-hyeon called me, there was an enormous amount of drugs piled up.
“Wow…”
The amount of drugs neatly wrapped in paper seemed to be at least a few hundred kilograms, no, a few tons. This amount would be enough to turn several million people into drug addicts. If these drugs were released to the market, that is.
—My goodness, they made so much.
‘Should I say the timing is good? It seems we discovered it right before distribution.’
If we had been just a few days late, these drugs would have been distributed to the market as is.
—What were they planning to do with so many drugs?
‘Are they going to make soup with drugs, or cook rice?’
—Really, such a large amount…
You mean people will use it? That’s right. All these many drugs really get consumed. Isn’t that chilling enough?
‘I saw that although the population decreased after the Gates, drug consumption itself increased. There are quite a few people whose lives were ruined after the Gates.’
As I always said, densely populated Korea is in a slightly better situation.
Many countries including the United States lost vast territories and citizens to the Gate incidents. The United States is still maintaining its position as the most powerful country in the world, but…
‘Even the strongest country can’t solve everything.’
It’s not for nothing that I said even the king can’t save the people from poverty. Even the United States couldn’t solve its citizens’ poverty.
There were always poor people, sick people, people with nowhere to go in places hidden from the light.
‘They say the gap between the rich and poor is worse than ever now.’
It’s a world where talented awakener can earn billions from one Gate conquest, but ordinary people can’t escape poverty no matter how hard they try.
In this world where you buy your safety with money, the poor lived in the most dangerous places and couldn’t even properly protect their own lives.
Those living in death lands where they could die at any time clung to drugs even just to forget that reality.
‘So yes, it’s understandable that such a large amount would be distributed.’
—Hey.
‘What?’
—…About the drug business, should you keep doing it?
At those words, I closed my mouth.
—Your past self might not have had a choice. Right, you couldn’t make proper money then. But now you can make profit from conquering Gates, and gambling, right. You make plenty of money from gambling that you’re good at!
It’s a tone that really dislikes me having a hand in the drug business. Well, seeing something like this in front of you would certainly be shocking.
‘I’ll think about it for now.’
Han Seo-hyeon asked me as I was looking around at the drugs:
“What should we do with this?”
“We have to get rid of it all.”
When the government seizes drugs, they usually dispose of them through incineration. There are cases of disposing drugs through hydrolysis or dilution methods, but that’s too troublesome.
“It would be better to move it outside and dispose of it, but…”
Going to the first basement floor is an extremely difficult task. So we should deal with it here as much as possible.
“Are you going to set fire here?”
Han Seo-hyeon was horrified when he heard my plan.
“I think it’s possible if we control it well so the fire doesn’t spread to the surroundings…”
“Setting a fire, a fire in this narrow place.”
“In an emergency, you can just cover it with sand to put out the fire, right?”
“…Let’s do it when we leave. In case the fire spreads.”
“Okay.”
We decided to deal with the drugs on our way out. Before leaving this place for the last time, we decided to check all the rooms in the corridor.
“There’s something here.”
Where Kim Jae-ho called us to, there were slot machines like the ones we saw in the casino lined up. The slot machines here looked broken. What’s the reason for gathering old and broken slot machines in one place?
“Maybe they just put them here because they’re broken?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I shook my head.
“There’s no reason to do that. Think about it. How hard it was for us to come from the first basement floor to the second. The elevator doesn’t even come here.”
“Ah, that’s right.”
Going through all that troublesome process just to store broken machines?
“It’s a more plausible explanation that there’s something in these slot machines.”
“They look like normal slot machines from the outside though.”
“The inside could be special, not the outside.”
And I have the all-purpose Ray who can analyze artifacts. He failed to analyze drugs, but this is his specialty…
—There does seem to be something. Try disassembling it first. There’s something interfering with the flow of my magic power so I can’t examine the inside.
At those words, I started disassembling the slot machine.
Bang!
“Y-you said you’d disassemble it…”
“This is faster.”
I who smashed the slot machine with a magic-infused fist started removing the outer parts of the slot machine. The inside was composed of various parts and electronic circuits.
‘There’s nothing particularly special…’
Just as I was about to say that, I immediately reached inside the slot machine at the flow of magic power I felt from inside.
What I pulled out from inside was an artifact only about half the size of my palm.
An artifact.
=====
Perception Reduction Circuit / B-grade
—–
Installation type / Auxiliary
Applies a confused state to the user.
=====
The system window’s explanation was concise, but the contents were not. From the item’s name to the content.
‘An artifact was installed in the slot machine?’
I smashed the slot machine next to it too and pulled out the mana circuit from inside. Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon who were watching my actions intently followed me and smashed the surrounding slot machines, pulling out the same artifacts from all of them.
“What is this?”
“Artifacts were installed in the slot machines.”
I explained the situation to Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon.
‘It means people weren’t just addicted to slot machines. They made it even harder to escape using artifacts.’
To think they would do this to gambling which is already highly addictive…
“Machines in casinos shouldn’t have things like this installed, right?”
“That’s right.”
I collected all the artifacts.
“Let’s get out of here for now.”
We’ve examined everything we could examine here, and the conclusion I’ve drawn from that is one.
‘It seems the guys running this casino aren’t worth letting live, don’t you think?’
—Ahem, well…
Even Ray is saying this much, so the answer is clear.
‘I want to meet the owner of this casino quickly.’
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I stuffed the artifacts pulled from the slot machines into my pocket.
“What are you going to use those for?”
“I want to try finding the person who made these.”
“The person who made them?”
“Though their purpose is quite dubious, the quality is amazing when you look at it. To upgrade performance by combining ordinary objects with artifacts. To be able to maintain confusion magic constantly with such a small size, only half a palm… They even used an extremely tiny mana stone? It’s designed to last for years with this small thing.”
Moreover, what’s surprising is that all these numerous artifacts were made by just one person.
—That’s right, at least all the ones visible here were made by one person.
It’s certain since Ray, the artifact appraiser, confirmed it.
To be able to mass-produce artifacts of this quality…
“With skills like this…”
I stroked my chin.
“They’re definitely worth kidnap- no, recruiting…”
Though I said recruiting, there’s no need to necessarily bring them to Weltschmerz. It’s enough if they just accept our requests. Just establishing a connection would be sufficient.
Just looking at how they churn out artifacts like this like a factory shows how incredibly capable they are. To think such a person is just making slot machines…
‘Who knows? The craftsman who made this might be being exploited somewhere? Maybe they’re desperately waiting for someone to rescue them?’
—You still haven’t given up that hope?
‘Isn’t this quite a plausible guess this time?’
If there are artifacts installed in hundreds of slot machines, including just the visible ones here and all those installed in the casino?
‘Besides, we don’t know how many casinos like this there are.’
I don’t know how long it takes to make these, but even if there are just two more casinos like this, that person must be being squeezed to the bone.
To use someone with such talent for things like this. It’s maddening how wasteful it is! If it were me, I’d shower them with the highest grade materials and put them to work!
—What, isn’t putting them to work the same?
‘How is it the same? My side would be much more rewarding work. And I’d compensate them well too. So I have no choice but to rescue them…’
—Good grief!
Though Professor Geum is acting as my reliable financial backer and providing various items, I desperately need the help of a craftsman who can make artifacts.
Even Jae-ho’s dagger had the fatal flaw of not being able to use other artifacts while using it, and Seo-hyeon’s staff is only amazing because of the fraudulent mana stone inserted, but the one I made is actually quite shoddy.
We also need mental defense artifacts for emergencies, and ah, it would be good to prepare armor for Cha Song-jin too…
—For now, finding this person is important.
‘Do you know where they live?’
—Well, the person running the casino should know, right?
They must be receiving supplies from them, so if we ask there, we should get an answer.
After gathering all the items we needed to take, I headed towards the stairs. Now it’s time to set the fire.
“First, let’s evacuate all the people.”
I want to burn the drugs, not increase innocent victims.
“Are you really going to set it on fire? It seems like it will cause a huge problem, like toxic gases coming out.”
“Right, that’s why we need to evacuate everyone. I want to completely destroy this place. So they can never do this kind of thing again.”
—So your plan is to completely blow up the basement?
‘And erase evidence along the way.’
Later, if they dig up and investigate this place, everything I did will come out, but at least I can buy some time.
‘I want to return to Korea safely, you know.’
Besides, there’s no method more certain than fire to destroy their foundation.
Smashing everything so they can never think of doing such things in here again.
‘I’ve seen too many times where even if you take down the leader, the guys under them just repeat the same things.’
So, I’ll burn it all. Not even ashes will remain. At least for this basement, that was my plan.
I shot a flame at the fire detection device.
After a time long enough to blink a few times, soon fire alarms started going off throughout the building.
Sprinklers started spinning and spitting out water.
“Ugh!”
Kim Jae-ho immediately hid in my shadow to avoid the water. However, one person who wasn’t agile enough got drenched by that water.
Han Seo-hyeon brushed up his wet bangs with a fierce expression.
“…Water is coming out?”
“Well, that’s the role of sprinklers?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes turned to my bone-dry face without a single drop of water.
“You could have told me in advance too.”
“I’m sorry…”
I apologized quickly. I quickly used my ability to dry the water on Han Seo-hyeon’s body, but Han Seo-hyeon’s mood didn’t easily improve after getting suddenly drenched.
“Tell me when everyone has evacuated.”
“Yes.”
How long did we wait like that?
“Is it still far off?”
Even though enough time had passed for people to all evacuate and more, Han Seo-hyeon was silent. Han Seo-hyeon who frowned at my question said:
“Boss, the people at the slot machines aren’t budging at all.”
“Even with all this commotion?”
“Yes. There are even people who put their shirts on top of the slot machines and are continuing to play.”
“What are the employees doing?”
“They were punched by people after trying to pull them away.”
“…Damn it.”
This is why gambling is dangerous, no, in this case it’s probably also because of that damn perception reduction device installed in the slot machines.
“What should we do?”
“What can we do? If we set fire here now, the people upstairs will be in danger.”
Until just a few days ago, I didn’t care at all about the lives of people gambling, but if they’re victims of artifacts, that’s a different story.
‘They may not be completely innocent, but they haven’t done anything wrong enough to die from toxic gas.’
But we can’t drag people clinging to slot machines away in front of everyone either…
‘I guess we have to scrap the plan to set fire. I have no choice but to leave a surprise gift for the next people who come to this basement…’
—Piled up corpses would be quite the surprise gift!
‘At least the surprise part is right, isn’t it?’
Just as I was talking with Ray like that.
“Then I’ll take care of that.”
Han Seo-hyeon cut in from the side. To me who was about to ask what he suddenly meant by taking care of it, Han Seo-hyeon blurted out:
“The things inside there. That’s what you were worried about and trying to burn everything for, right?”
“…How did you know?”
“How could I not know?”
“That’s right, there’s been a strong smell of blood for a while.”
Kim Jae-ho chimed in too. Urgh, I was trying to take care of it secretly, but when your subordinates are too good, this kind of problem arises.
“Right, I’m counting on you.”
As they say a sparrow doesn’t just pass by a mill, I guess it would be strange for a necromancer to just ignore a situation like this.
—Right, it was a needless worry. In the first place, that kid would just be happy to get materials, wouldn’t he?
‘Our Seo-hyeon’s humanity isn’t that withered…’
—Think about what’s happened so far.
At Ray’s words, images of Han Seo-hyeon saying things like ‘Can I take that corpse?’ with a shy expression, ‘I tried making bombs with people’s bones’, and ‘I found out I can torture souls too’ flashed through my mind.
That’s right. Who on earth was I worried about?
“You could have just asked me from the start, suddenly saying you’ll set fire…”
Han Seo-hyeon who held his staff in his hand pouted as he said that. You can’t hide corpses from a necromancer. Yeah, that’s right. That would be strange, after all.
After Han Seo-hyeon finished taking care of the corpses, I destroyed the stairs.
“For now, let’s block this side so other guys can’t come.”
It would be troublesome if they moved the drugs while we were gone.
Anyway, with this, the aftermath became someone else’s job.
‘They won’t be able to clear away the debris and deal with the drugs.’
I guess I have to use America’s strongest connections after all. Though I wonder if I should entrust this kind of thing to him when he must be so busy. If I say it’s for America’s sake, maybe he’ll help out roughly.
We slipped out of the casino taking advantage of the confusion and headed straight for the address the model student criminal guy gave us.
“It’s not too far from here.”
The bird carrying us soon reached our destination.
It was a desolate village that seemed abandoned after the Gate incident. In the middle of the abandoned village where there were almost no intact buildings as if it had been abandoned for several years, there was a particularly eye-catching building.
Well, not because it was an amazingly cool building, but because there were lots of cars parked in front of it. Because it was a place with traces of living people in a place with no signs of living people at all.
We landed at a distance from that building. The sand bird that had carried us scattered in the air and entered that building.
The particles that entered riding the wind read the information of the people inside the building, and that information soon came to us through Han Seo-hyeon’s mouth.
“There are roughly forty people in there. I can see an entrance leading underground, but it’s blocked by artifacts so I can’t check the details.”
“Underground again?”
These guys really like basements. To think they built something underground again. Like how they built a drug manufacturing facility in the casino basement, I had a strong feeling there would be some fishy facility in the basement here too.
“Nikki?”
“She’s not visible in the building for now.”
“She’s either underground or…”
“Or that person gave us wrong information.”
“Let’s hope she’s underground.”
Saying that, I roughly came up with a plan in my head while looking at the building.
Unlike the casino basement where the doors were closed and there were many covers to hide behind, this place was wide open.
Even the wooden fence we were leaning against now only barely blocked the line of sight, without functioning as proper cover.
‘It means we have to push through with firepower.’
Everyone is in combat mode, and since it’s an exposed space, it’s not good for taking them out one by one either.
But well…
‘After going through Seo-hyeon, I don’t feel tense no matter what situation.’
No matter how strong you are, you can’t be stronger than A-rank grand sorcerer Han Seo-hyeon.
—Well, that’s true.
Why would someone that strong be doing gang activities in a place like this?
Now the question is how to attack that place.
The point is we need to do as much as possible in as short a time as possible.
“Seo-hyeon, you support for now…”
“Support?”
It’s a face that seems to be asking if I’m serious.
“Wouldn’t it be best if I handle it?”
As he says, Han Seo-hyeon is the one who can most effectively deal with the enemies right now. In fact, if we had to pick the strongest person among us, it would be Han Seo-hyeon…
If Han Seo-hyeon takes the lead, we can resolve the situation without even needing to go inside.
It’s different from earlier. The enemies were already heavily armed and there were many of them. If we try to subdue or knock them out clumsily, we might get beaten up by their counterattack.
I always put Han Seo-hyeon in a support role. Until now, I could persuade Han Seo-hyeon with words like ‘You’re not used to handling your ability yet’, but haven’t I realized it now?
That Han Seo-hyeon has really become strong.
“It’s not that I don’t trust you…”
“Then why won’t you let me do it?”
‘If I say it’s because I can’t face his brother, he’ll try to kill me, right?’
—Yeah, probably.
Urgh. I know best how much stronger Han Seo-hyeon has become, having clashed with him directly. I know he’s become strong enough to be deployed in combat immediately without problems, no, actually strong enough to be quite helpful.
But since we’re dealing with people, I hesitate. Even if they’re bad guys. When you think about it, we don’t have any personal grudges, and in some ways there might be room for reform…
—You killed such guys just fine earlier.
‘Well, I’m quite used to that kind of thing. But Seo-hyeon isn’t. He’s not even an adult yet…’
As I was about to say that, Kim Jae-ho caught my eye. Come to think of it, Kim Jae-ho was young too…
I squeezed my eyes shut.
“Time is passing while we’re doing this.”
“I’m not mentally prepared yet…”
“No, I said I’m ready! Me!”
Han Seo-hyeon beat his chest as if frustrated by my words. But you see. This boss isn’t ready yet!
Kim Jae-ho who was watching us talk spoke up:
“How long are you going to argue?”
“Wait a bit. We’re still, uh, having an important conversation…”
“No, there.”
Kim Jae-ho poked my side.
“I said wait a bit!”
Kim Jae-ho quietly pointed his finger somewhere.
“I might wait, but he won’t?”
I saw a guy gesturing and saying something while pointing at us from beyond the window.
Ah.
“Did we get caught?”
“Yeah.”
“This isn’t the time to say ‘yeah’!”
I immediately drew up magic power in my body.
A hail of bullets soon poured towards us.
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Ting, ting, ting. The bullets blocked by my shield fell to the floor.
Han Seo-hyeon’s pupils burned black. What are you trying to do! I immediately grabbed Han Seo-hyeon’s wrist. When I quietly shook my head, Han Seo-hyeon bit his lip.
—You’re stopping him even in this situation?
‘We haven’t finished talking yet.’
—They don’t seem like they’ll give us time to talk now…
That was the problem. But I couldn’t just let Han Seo-hyeon loose like this either.
“I told you, I’m not mentally prepared yet.”
Han Seo-hyeon pointed at the bullets hitting the shield with an incredulous expression.
“Let’s talk again later.”
“Then what am I supposed to do? Just play around here?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s words were full of thorns. When did I say to play, I asked him to support us.
“How long are you going to talk? They’re bringing out the big stuff.”
As Kim Jae-ho said, the enemy who realized bullets weren’t working was just lifting up a rocket launcher. Damn it!
“Support us like before, you know.”
“…Fine.”
Though his expression was still off like someone with a stomach ache, Han Seo-hyeon nodded at my words.
For now, it was time to deal with the rocket launcher first. I stretched out my hand and wove an ice spear with magic power. Commotion spread inside the building at the ice spear that suddenly appeared in the air.
Before the enemies could prepare, I shot the ice spear through the window.
The window shattered, and the ice spear lodged inside the building. The people who had been sticking to the window firing guns at us were startled and hid in safe places.
As the gun barrels that had been densely packed at the window disappeared, Kim Jae-ho slipped inside taking advantage of the gap.
I glanced back briefly.
Han Seo-hyeon’s face with his mouth tightly shut looked like it had the two characters for ‘dissatisfaction’ pasted on it.
—It was a conversation you had to have someday. The problem is the timing was the worst.
‘Are you comforting me?’
—No, I’m blaming you for the timing being the worst.
Damn, I don’t have a single ally.
[Aaaagh!]
Someone’s scream pierced through my thoughts. It was Kim Jae-ho’s work inside the building. A man thrown out the window tried to get up with a few groans, but it was in vain. Soon the man went quiet. His breath had stopped.
—While Kim Jae-ho is rampaging like that, Han Seo-hyeon is bound to be dissatisfied being held back.
‘Urgh, that may be true… But that’s not the urgent matter right now. Let’s think about it after the job is done.’
—Good grief.
Avoiding Ray’s nagging, I wove another ice spear with magic power. If the previous ice spear served to scatter the people attacking us, now I plan to make a path to go inside.
My spear flew towards a shadow flickering near the window. Thud, the shadow hit by my spear collapsed inwards.
And simultaneously, a dagger thrown by Kim Jae-ho from the shadows flew through the air.
Thud, thud.
The dagger lodged in people’s bodies.
[Die!]
Bullets poured out, but Kim Jae-ho had already melted into the shadows. And behind a careless guy, the dagger that had been lodged in his comrade’s body just now flew in.
The men inside the building were helplessly beaten by the dagger flying around ignoring the laws of physics.
‘Jae-ho alone is enough to end the situation.’
Just as I entered inside through the window and inwardly muttered that. Sand that followed me into the building drew an arrow in the air. Following the direction the arrow pointed, I saw a man hiding behind a pillar catching his breath.
“Oh.”
I immediately gifted the ice spear floating in the air to that man. The man’s head drooped as he became lodged in the wall.
—While you show such horrific scenes just fine, you say they can’t do it themselves.
I pouted at Ray’s words.
‘That’s why I said I’ll think about it later.’
Didn’t I say we’d talk properly later!
I focused my mind again. I slowly moved further inside. The interior was already devastated just by my ice spears and Kim Jae-ho’s daggers.
[D-die! Monster!]
A man whose breath hadn’t quite stopped fired a handgun at me, but unfortunately those bullets didn’t pierce my body. Despair settled on the man’s face as he saw the bullets caught in midair.
As I returned the bullets he shot at me to his head, I inwardly muttered.
‘It’s strange, there are no awakeners in sight.’
Only awakener can deal with awakener.
Of course, people running violent organizations would normally bring in awakeners. But all the people we faced were non-awakeners.
Though they were armed with bulletproof vests and heavy weapons like machine guns, it was insufficient to deal with us awakener.
‘If this is really the gang’s headquarters, it’s a disappointingly weak force.’
It doesn’t make sense, actually.
Even August we saw at the gambling den was an awakener, but there are no awakeners to be seen in this headquarters.
Are they all gathered in the underground space?
They’re not coming up even with all this commotion?
After confirming there were no more living people on the upper floors, I stood in front of the stairs leading underground.
At that moment, Han Seo-hyeon’s voice rang in my ears.
[Are you going down underground?]
“Yeah.”
[Wait, wait a moment.]
“Why?”
[Can’t you feel it?]
Han Seo-hyeon’s sand was trembling finely.
Certainly, the movement of magic power felt from below was not normal. Is a battle happening in there? Or is some horrific research being conducted?
‘What on earth is happening to…’
Before I could continue speaking, with a boom sound the door shattered and something flew out. As the stairs and nearby walls were destroyed too, bricks flew in all directions.
I quickly surrounded myself and Kim Jae-ho with a magic shield.
“Damn, what is this…”
The person who came out through the wall was black all over.
Though not clearly visible due to the dust, the body covered in smooth carbon material looked as hard as steel.
I quickly scanned the person behind the dust. The visible silhouette looked dull, but the speed shown just now was considerable. It means only the appearance looks dull.
As if noticing the intruder beyond the dust, he immediately took a defensive stance looking at us in front of him.
Friend or foe.
We continued to face off with the dust between us. And when the dust settled and we could see each other’s appearance.
[What, are you on our side too?]
I frowned at the voice coming from the steel man.
[Nikki? Is that you?]
[Yeah! It’s me! Damn it, so you were on their side too. I guess there was a reason for luring me out after all!]
I hurriedly said to Nikki who immediately got angry:
[No, you misunderstand! I’m on the side trying to rescue you!]
[Rescue me?]
[Yes! I heard you went somewhere else alone, so I went to the casino… and a guy there told me about this place.]
Nikki narrowed her eyes as if suspicious of me, but after checking the people collapsed below us, she dropped her suspicion.
[Then who are those people behind you?]
Behind me, Kim Jae-ho holding a dagger with a fierce expression and Han Seo-hyeon who had come running at some point were standing guard.
[They’re my friends. They willingly lent a hand to rescue you, Nikki.]
[Oh, thank you. To come rescue me when you barely know me.]
Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon kept their mouths shut at Nikki’s greeting.
At a glance, they looked like they had English-speaking anxiety rising to their throats.
‘Hmm…’
Our native English teacher hasn’t done his job yet… It can’t be helped.
[My friends are, well, not very talkative.]
[They seem beyond just not talkative though?]
I hurriedly changed the subject.
[Anyway, what happened?]
I heard she was taken away unconscious… but the Nikki visible in front of me looked not just fine, but very healthy.
[That’s what I want to ask… When I came to my senses, I was tied up so I smashed everything and escaped.]
[You smashed everything?]
[Uh-huh.]
[Is that your ability?]
[Huh? Oh! Cool, right?]
Is it transforming her whole body into a different substance?
If only the silhouette didn’t look so dull like a gingerbread man, it might have looked quite cool…
With her hands and feet rounded too, really…
It might be rude to say this, but she looked cute.
The unnecessarily sparkling look in Kim Jae-ho’s eyes was ominous.
[So you don’t know what happened inside?]
[They seemed to have done something to my body. My ability feels very dull, and my body got heavier too…]
Nikki who frowned looked at her hand and shouted:
[No! Why is my hand like this!]
[Ah.]
So that was a side effect. It seems her body wasn’t originally this dull and round. I did think the overall silhouette was too round.
[If it’s alright with you, we’d like to investigate inside.]
[Inside there?]
[Yes.]
We can only know the details if we go in and look, right? At my words, Nikki hesitated without answering easily.
[Don’t tell me you killed everyone?]
This can’t be! I haven’t even asked who made the artifacts yet! Seeing me aghast, Nikki hurriedly shouted:
[Who do you think I am, a murderer?]
—That’s right. They say you only see what you want to see.
‘Urgh.’
I roughly explained the situation to Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon.
“So we need to look around that basement, right?”
“Yeah.”
“What are we going to do with this woman?”
“We should move her to a safe place for now.”
After telling Han Seo-hyeon that, I told Nikki to stay in a safe place and…
[I want to go down to the basement too. I couldn’t figure out properly what they did to me earlier because I was out of it.]
I was refused.
With no choice, the four of us decided to go down to the basement together.
The basement half-destroyed by Nikki was a mess. Seeing the dust falling from the walls, Han Seo-hyeon said:
“Is this going to collapse like this?”
“No way…”
[What are they all saying? What language is that anyway?]
“Ah.”
I looked at Nikki and said:
[We were worrying if this place might collapse.]
There was only one answer to two questions, but fortunately Nikki didn’t cling to my words.
[It probably won’t collapse all at once, right?]
What’s with that subtly deflating tone?
Fortunately, the basement didn’t collapse while we went down the stairs.
The basement was quite spacious. There seemed to be at least a few rooms. The problem was that the entire basement was destroyed…
[You must have been really angry.]
At my words, Nikki turned her gaze away as if embarrassed. Kim Jae-ho who found a person among the destroyed debris gestured to me.
“There’s someone alive here.”
“I’m not sure if we can call this alive.”
The man with his waist bent as if hit by a truck looked in bad shape at a glance.
[I thought you said you didn’t kill them.]
[…Oh my.]
Nikki played dumb.
The walls were destroyed in several places as if a huge truck had plowed through. We slowly moved following those clear traces.
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After that, there were quite a number of awakeners collapsed. The condition of the people beaten by Nikki was very bad.
Rather than being hit by a person, they looked like they had been struck by something huge. Following the broken debris, we were able to find one room.
It was a room with one chair, a huge artifact, and cabinets containing various drugs around it.
Kim Jae-ho’s shoulders trembled finely at the visual reminiscent of a laboratory.
On the chair was a complex-looking huge artifact.
Nikki seemed to have been tied to this chair and escaped. How did I know? The restraints attached to the chair were torn off. I pushed away the restraints fallen on the floor with my toe and examined the people scattered around the chair.
A total of six people were collapsed unconscious in this room.
Among them were August and Moziano.
‘What on earth did they do here?’
To get the answer to that question, we had to wake them up first.
Fortunately, the injuries of the two weren’t too severe. I gathered electricity at my fingertips and applied an electric shock to August’s body.
[Aaaagh!]
August who screamed as if in pain opened his eyes wide.
[Huff, huff…]
[Hello.]
I slapped August’s cheek as he couldn’t easily come to his senses.
[You, you are…]
Perplexity rose in August’s eyes as he recognized me. However, that perplexity turned to shock by Nikki who peeked her head out from behind me.
[What were you trying to do here?]
August bit his lip at my question. Hope disappeared from August’s eyes as he looked around.
[We were trying to implant a suggestion in that woman’s mind. But we failed.]
[Aha.]
Despite hearing the horrific story that they tried to implant a suggestion in her mind, Nikki seemed calm.
[You son of a bitch…!]
No, she seemed that way.
[Hey, hold on! Hold on!]
[How can I hold on after hearing something like that?]
[If you kill that man here now, we won’t be able to find out what happened.]
I barely managed to stop Nikki. August laughed hollowly.
[Haha, what’s the use of getting out of here alive. You’re going to kill me anyway, right?]
[Yes, and before that, I could give you pain you can’t even imagine.]
The blood drained from August’s face at my words. August who swallowed hard told me what had happened here.
August said he tried to implant a suggestion in Nikki here on the boss’s orders. Of course, it was impossible with just his ability.
But with that artifact, even his shoddy ability could implant a perfect suggestion.
The problem was that Nikki had to be awakened for the suggestion.
[My suggestion doesn’t work unless the mind is awake.]
It’s the same principle as not being able to lie to an unconscious person.
[We anticipated that woman would be strong. So we used a drug that paralyzes the entire body’s nerves. But even so, that woman…]
What they didn’t anticipate was that Nikki was too strong.
To shatter restraints at once that even most physical enhancement types couldn’t tear off while soaked in drugs. I turned my gaze to Nikki.
What on earth is that person’s identity…
Nikki cleared her throat while listening to August’s words.
After hearing all of August’s words, I looked at the artifact installed on the ceiling.
The artifact shaped like a huge eye in the middle of several tentacles that looked like human ribs certainly looked extraordinary.
I infused magic power into my eyes and examined the artifact.
=====
Eye of Enceladus / B-grade
—–
Installation type / Auxiliary
A replica of a legendary artifact
A blessed craftsman recreated the function of the original artifact with delicate skill
Amplifies and strengthens the talent of the connected person
The downside is that the durability is weak as it’s a replica
=====
No way, a replica of a legendary artifact.
I had occasionally heard that existing artifacts could be replicated, but it was almost an urban legend level story. Why? Because it means they accurately read the mana circuit of an already made artifact and somehow caught up with degraded materials.
The first condition alone doesn’t make sense. The higher grade the artifact, the more the mana circuits engraved in it are mostly unreadable by human ability.
The example is that I couldn’t even read the mana circuit of the demon sword Park Sang-cheol used and ended up discarding it.
The guy who made this artifact accomplished what I, a high-performance artifact myself, failed to do even with Ray’s help.
And the one who made this artifact…
—This was made by that guy too. The guy you’re looking for.
‘I definitely need to find and bring him, right?’
Barely suppressing my excitement, I took out the artifact from my pocket and showed it to August.
[Do you know who made this?]
[I don’t know. But our boss would know.]
[The boss, you mean Diana?]
[She’s here, so why don’t you ask her directly?]
There was no need to ask August who Diana was.
There was only one woman here.
‘I thought she’d be middle-aged…’
I thought she’d be quite old since she kept John Smith as a lover, but the woman called Diana looked at most in her late twenties. Even an unusually youthful appearance would be explainable for an awakener, but she didn’t seem to be an awakener as there was no magic power felt from her body at all. The problem is…
—She doesn’t look good.
A huge metal fragment was stuck in Diana’s stomach. Blood that flowed from the wound had soaked the floor wet. I put my finger to Diana’s nose.
A faint breath was felt. The problem is…
‘Even if I use a potion, I won’t be able to save this woman.’
But if I leave her in this state, she’ll lose her life as is.
Either way, she’ll die. But to get the answer I want…
“Seo-hyeon, give me a potion.”
“She’s not an awakener though.”
“Yeah.”
The potion will probably act like poison to this person. But I had to hear an answer from this woman.
“Jae-ho and Seo-hyeon, take this guy out for a moment.”
I said pointing at August with my eyes.
“What are you planning to do here?”
“A simple interrogation?”
And torture? If Diana answers my questions willingly, that’s fine, but if she keeps her mouth shut, I’ll have no choice but to use rough methods.
At my question, Han Seo-hyeon made a face like he had a lot to say, but I ignored Han Seo-hyeon this time too.
—If you keep accumulating karma stats like this, it feels like it will really go bang and explode later…
‘This isn’t the time for that.’
—Urgh, it’s your choice. I warned you.
Even after hearing Ray’s warning, my choice was the same.
[Please take the people here outside.]
[What about you?]
[I need to have a talk with the person who’s the boss here.]
At my words, Nikki wriggled what was presumed to be her shoulder.
[What are you trying to dig up?]
[I’ll tell you everything later, could you go outside with my friends for now?]
At my earnest request, Nikki eventually nodded. After confirming that the three people carrying August and the others left the basement, I turned my gaze to Diana.
I had no choice but to remove the three people. What was about to follow was going to be very messy.
I pulled out the metal fragment piercing Diana’s stomach and sprayed potion. Diana regained consciousness, rolling her eyes at the tremendous pain of her internal organs being torn and burned.
[Aaaagh!]
In pain, Diana clawed at my arm. My forearm was instantly covered in wounds, but I didn’t mind.
[Damn it…]
Diana glared at me while spitting blood.
[Hello.]
[Who are you?]
[That’s not what’s important right now.]
Diana’s face hardened coldly as she looked around. Despair settled on her face as she realized her wound was critical.
[This came out of your casino’s slot machines.]
I showed Diana the artifact I took out of my pocket.
[This is an item that came from somewhere.]
[Ugh, kuk, you’re curious about that in this situation? Son of a…]
Diana spewed out coarse curses. I shrugged my shoulders and immediately stuck my finger into Diana’s wound.
[Aaaagh!]
[You don’t want to suffer in pain until you die, right?]
Diana spat in my face. I smiled while wiping the sticky red liquid falling with the back of my hand.
[If you want, I can make it so you don’t feel any pain at all.]
I raised my finger towards Diana’s stomach again.
[I’ll ask once more. Where did you get this artifact?]
Diana looked at me and squeezed her eyes shut. Diana who realized she couldn’t escape from me no matter what slowly opened her mouth.
[That, I received it from an organization in China.]
[What’s the name of that organization?]
[We called those people the Sea Star Society.]
Diana said their name was ‘Sea Star Society’. They were the ones who provided funding here and supported the technology, she said. I engraved each piece of information Diana spat out in my mind.
[I only listened to what those people said.]
Diana told me that while spitting blood.
[That’s not an excuse for what you did.]
[I didn’t force those guys to sit at the gambling table! They would have fallen into hell anyway even if it wasn’t me, ugh…]
Diana spat blood. The potion only temporarily attached her breath, Diana’s life was now almost at its end.
I got up from my seat after obtaining all the necessary information. Diana followed me with her eyes and asked:
[Now, where are you going?]
I didn’t give any answer to that question. I hoped Diana would die here regretting her life bitterly. Very lonely and desolate.
At that moment, Diana opened her mouth.
[My mansion? There’s nothing there, everything of mine is here.]
At those words, I turned my head. Because I remembered one person in Diana’s mansion.
Diana had no reason to worry about the mansion at all. What would she be worried about in a situation where her own life was already dying?
[You probably won’t believe me even if I say this… There’s really nothing there…]
Diana who coughed up blood slumped her body. That was the end of Diana’s breath.
It was an ending so shabby it was hard to believe it was the end of a person who led a gang and ran a splendid hotel and casino.
I who had been looking at Diana moved my steps.
‘I guess I need to stop by China once.’
—Is that all you have to say now?
‘Then what should I say? Suddenly mourn that woman’s death?’
Should I say maybe she cared for John Smith a little? If it weren’t for that woman, John wouldn’t have fallen into the abyss where I was. Threatening John with his brother’s debt, and dragging him into her darkness, were all things that woman did.
‘So I will absolutely not feel sorry for that woman.’
And I’m serious about needing to go to China. I need to go rescue the craftsman, and China reaching out its hand all the way here somehow doesn’t feel right.
‘I thought it was enough just getting rid of Red Society.’
Well, according to the original timeline, the gangs in mainland China would have been busy dealing with Red Society around this time.
‘Did they expand their business outwards as they got room to breathe?’
I barely saved them, and they pull this cute stunt.
Anyway, I need to go to China when I get a chance soon. As I was thinking that and came outside, I was greeted by Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho standing crookedly with very displeased expressions.
And Nikki who had returned to the appearance I knew.
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Nikki who saw me asked:
[Did you find out everything you wanted to know?]
[Yes.]
I learned the name of the organization holding the craftsman, and got information about the secret vault Diana had hidden here. This was a sufficiently productive time.
Nikki looked at me and said:
[Then shall we introduce ourselves again?]
[What?]
Before I could say anything, bewildered by those sudden words, Nikki said:
[My name is Jackie Lockwood. As you probably guessed, Nikki is not my real name, but a nickname.]
How can Jackie’s nickname be Nikki! The only thing they have in common is ‘ki’! Really, I can’t understand foreigners’ minds.
I answered with a sour face:
[Yes, nice to meet you.]
At my deflated greeting, Nikki twitched his eyebrow and said:
[Is that all?]
Was I supposed to have some great reaction when hearing Nikki’s name?
Come to think of it, maybe this was when I should have acted out something like ‘Gasp! To think you’re here!’?
But even after hearing the name Jackie Lockwood, nothing came to mind. Something was tickling my brain, but there wasn’t anything that felt like ‘this is it’.
It certainly feels like a famous hunter whose name I should know, but the problem is I’m not American.
At times like this, the answer is to be brazen.
[Well, what kind of reaction do you want?]
At my words, Nikki burst out laughing.
[Right, I guess. This would be a normal self-introduction. I’m silly too, I’ve been living under the delusion that I’m an incredibly famous person.]
—It doesn’t seem like a delusion though.
‘Well, she does look that way.’
Isn’t it more accurate that I just don’t know much about America? Meanwhile, seeing Han Seo-hyeon searching for something on his phone, it seems he was trying to somehow interpret our conversation using a translator again.
[Then have you perhaps never heard the name Black Comet?]
Black Comet?
—You don’t know?
‘No…’
—You really only know Taika among American hunters.
‘Well, I wasn’t in charge of the American awakener side!’
To think they assigned the American side to someone else after teaching me English.
I mostly only went to China for business trips too.
Ahem, anyway, Nikki’s second self-introduction ended like that. It would have been good if we went our separate ways here, but unfortunately, Nikki looked at me and asked for my name.
[Then what’s your name?]
[Didn’t I tell you last time?]
[You told me a name that’s obviously fake.]
That’s too much. Someone is really living their whole life with that name. But it is a name that’s like the epitome of fake names. It was actually fake too.
I could just throw out another name and be done with it, but my mouth wouldn’t open easily. Seeing me hesitating to give my name, Nikki shrugged.
[It’s okay if you don’t want to tell me. Instead, I’d like you to clearly explain this situation. I just let it go earlier because I was flustered, but thinking about it, there are quite a few strange things.]
I guess she needs an answer she can accept. Giving that answer wasn’t too difficult.
I said what I thought Nikki would most want to hear in this situation:
[We came from China.]
My words that started like that continued into natural lies. It wasn’t a complete lie. It’s true that Major Justin Hotel & Casino was taken over by Chinese gang capital, and it’s true that illegal things were happening at that casino.
Especially at the mention of artifacts installed in slot machines to mesmerize people, Nikki clicked her tongue.
[Damn, I did think people here were overly passionate about slot machines…]
[Hmm, that’s certainly true.]
[So you came from China to investigate this?]
[Yes, I’ve mostly found the truth I wanted, but there’s still more to find out. Though I can’t tell you about the investigation.]
Nikki completely fell for my lies mixed with some truth. I didn’t even need to use my ability.
[Then what are you planning to do now?]
[I plan to organize the remaining data here and find other victims.]
[Other victims?]
[There are people who were taken to the mansion with me.]
[Ah, right. Those people were there?]
I gently threw words at Nikki who was looking surprised.
[Shouldn’t you return to your friends, Nikki? They must be worried.]
[You’re right.]
Nikki said to me in a fluster:
[Can I borrow your phone?]
I willingly lent my phone to Nikki. This would expose my contact information too, but it was a phone I was going to discard when leaving America anyway. After contacting her friends, Nikki said to me:
[You said you need to investigate the remaining data here, right? Go investigate.]
[Yes, and Nikki…]
[Oh, don’t worry about me and do your work comfortably. I’ll sit here.]
Nikki cleared away a collapsed corpse and sat on the chair.
As expected of a professional hunter. I was impressed by her composed attitude even in this situation.
Well, anyway. I said to Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho:
“Let’s go to the second floor.”
On the second floor here was the secret vault Diana had carefully hidden. I opened the vault door.
Han Seo-hyeon who opened the vault door exclaimed:
“Wow. This was the real gold mine.”
There we were able to obtain an enormous amount of cash and precious metals, as well as various documents.
Unlike the mansion where we couldn’t find any information, here valuable documents popped up everywhere we touched.
Diana said she was being played by Sea Star Society, and unfortunately, that seems to be somewhat true.
The decision-making power was not with her, but with Sea Star Society in China. Of course, Diana wasn’t just being played either.
Diana was secretly siphoning off money behind Sea Star Society’s back and preparing for independence.
If things had gone as originally planned, Diana would have successfully become independent. Sea Star Society, driven into a corner by Red Society, would have lost power and become unable to exert influence overseas.
I roughly gathered those documents. It was too late for me to clean up this incident alone anyway. I can hand them over along with the request to deal with the drugs.
I decided to take the precious metals and cash in the vault through Han Seo-hyeon.
“This…”
“…Yes.”
With an entirely cold attitude, Han Seo-hyeon put the precious metals I handed over into his sand. Even in this suffocating atmosphere, Kim Jae-ho was bright.
“We’re rich!”
At Kim Jae-ho’s words, I felt a sense of crisis.
‘Doesn’t it seem like Jae-ho has been talking about money a lot lately?’
—Come to think of it, didn’t he take an autograph saying he had to sell it last time too?
Since when did our Jae-ho start acting like such a slave to capitalism?
—In my opinion, I think you coming to the casino was the start of the decline.
‘The casino is innocent!’
—Innocent my foot!
Is it really because of me? I stared at Kim Jae-ho’s face, but Kim Jae-ho’s eyes were still just clear. I couldn’t see any filth of dirty capitalism.
It meant there was still plenty of opportunity to fix it.
After thoroughly cleaning out the secret vault, we went back down to the first floor. Ignoring Han Seo-hyeon’s resentful gaze from the side, I went to Nikki.
[We’re going to the mansion now.]
[Oh, I’ll go with you.]
[With us?]
[Yeah! You weren’t thinking of leaving me here alone, were you?]
“Are we taking that person too?”
At Nikki’s words, Han Seo-hyeon said to me:
“Even so, leaving her here…”
“I lent her my phone earlier. She can tell her friends to come.”
“What are her friends, a call taxi? Tell her to have them come here.”
“Boss seems to use me like a call taxi though…”
He’s upset, he’s upset. He’s really quite upset. But fortunately, it seems he only said that, as Han Seo-hyeon willingly let Nikki ride on the sand bird.
[Wow! This is amazing!]
Seeing that his expression didn’t brighten even at Nikki’s praise, it seems he was really upset this time, but well…
Arriving at Diana’s mansion, I immediately looked for John. John who had been pacing outside the warehouse ran over with a bright face as soon as he saw me.
[You’re here!]
[Yes, have you been well? The others…]
[Ah, they’ve all woken up! They’re all so angry that…]
Bang, bang bang!
The warehouse door shook.
[What’s that?]
[Th-they tried to hit me so I had no choice…]
[How could you lock them up for that?]
[Hahaha.]
John scratched the back of his head while grinning broadly.
—He doesn’t seem normal either.
‘No. John is, John is a good person!’
He’s just a little twisted from living such a harsh life.
I immediately opened the warehouse door. The people who saw my face looked at me with shocked expressions.
[Y-you!]
[You’re one of them too!]
Somehow this was a familiar development.
[Don’t misunderstand. I’m here to rescue you.]
[That’s right, I came to rescue you too.]
Nikki waved from behind. The victims who came to their senses all had puzzled faces.
[Get the details from Nikki here.]
[From me?]
[Yes, please. Ah, and there’s transportation here too, so please take those people to a safe place. I did rescue you, didn’t I?]
I was completely exhausted. I didn’t want to be bothered by people anymore. Nikki opened her eyes wide and tilted her head.
[Rescue? I think I got out on my own though…]
[Argh, anyway I brought you this far! Please!]
—Is that how you ask for a favor?
‘I’m tired! I want to rest!’
Seeing my tired expression, Nikki nodded.
[Alright! I’ll take responsibility from now on! All victims come over here.]
With a cheerful voice that didn’t match the situation, Nikki took all the victims and disappeared somewhere.
Now the only people left in this spacious mansion were Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, and John.
[Mr. John Smith…]
The moment I faced John, a belated sense of guilt rose up.
[Let’s talk for a moment first.]
Unlike the others who had places to go, John had nowhere to go. Moreover, unlike them, he was also a person who belonged to Diana.
After Nikki and the people left, John cautiously asked me:
[Is Diana really dead?]
I nodded at that question. John’s expression became complicated.
[I don’t know if I should say I feel relieved, or what I should say.]
John was an affectionate person. No matter how much she was someone who manipulated him at will, he must have grown attached after living together for years.
[You might think it’s really funny if you hear this, but thinking that even Diana is gone makes me feel somehow lonely. It’s strange, isn’t it? She was really a bad person. A terrible person to me and to others…]
Somehow, I felt like I could understand John’s feelings as he said that.
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—You think you can understand?
‘Look at this mansion. Isn’t it suspiciously empty of people?’
John was the only living, moving person in this huge mansion. There were traces of servants coming and going, but no resident staff.
John must have always been alone in this huge mansion.
He had told me something like that before too.
That he was always lonely to the bone in here.
‘I know how much such loneliness eats away at a person.’
I too suffered from terrible loneliness when I was under Seol Rok-jin. Everyone I cared for died, and people who knew Seol Rok-jin ran away trembling as soon as my gaze touched them.
After that birthday party, even employees who used to talk to me disappeared. They were probably scared of making a slip of the tongue to me, but for me it was hell.
‘That’s when I realized. That I’m terribly prone to loneliness.’
Originally, I wasn’t a very popular person. In the orphanage and the hunter academy, I was always the odd one out and people were always busy pointing fingers at me.
Still, it was the first time no one responded to me like that.
In that situation, only Seol Rok-jin spoke to me. He was the only one who cared for me as a person.
‘It felt like finding an oasis in a desert. Even if it was an oasis full of muddy water.’
—So you want to say that guy cared for you?
Seol Rok-jin was quite generous to me. The proof is that he kept me alive even though I often disobeyed his orders and went astray. Even apart from that, he did show quite a bit that he cared for me. To the point of being ridiculed as Seol Rok-jin’s cherished pet.
‘Though I got scolded harshly whenever I made mistakes, he never directly harmed me.’
If you just listened to what he said, Seol Rok-jin was quite a generous master.
—So you want to say Seol Rok-jin was a good master or what?
At Ray’s words, I stopped thinking. Did it sound like that? No, wait. Was I really thinking that?
—In the first place, can you say he ‘cared for you’ when he abused others in front of you and told you to behave properly if you didn’t want to end up like them?
I couldn’t give any answer to Ray’s words.
—That’s not caring. It’s just another form of abuse.
‘That’s certainly true, but…’
Ray added to me who couldn’t easily continue speaking:
—He was a terrible person. He treated you well? Don’t delude yourself. If he really cared for you, he wouldn’t have done such things to you. The fact that you think he was quite generous to you is probably because you feared him that much.
‘You’re saying I’m defending Seol Rok-jin because I feared him?’
—That’s right.
It was shocking. I had never thought about it that way at all.
‘Let’s talk about this again later. Right now, the conversation with John is more important.’
Ray grumbled at my words.
—You always run away when it comes to this kind of talk.
I deliberately ignored Ray’s grumbling and turned my gaze to John. Pushing the complicated thoughts to a corner, I asked John:
[What are you planning to do from now on?]
[Oh, well…]
John couldn’t easily answer my question.
[I don’t know. Honestly, for years I’ve just been living as Diana wanted…]
Is he saying he doesn’t know what to do from now on? Certainly, for someone who lived like a doll in this huge mansion, suddenly becoming free would just be bewildering if told to live as he pleases.
John was certainly like a greenhouse flower.
But it’s not right for me to advise John on how to live either… Just as I was pondering the answer,
[Ah, right.]
John handed me the cash ticket he had put in his pocket.
[I’ll return this to you.]
It was an amount that could make even those without greed greedy, but there was no regret or hesitation on John’s face as he handed me the ticket.
Well, he was this kind of person. I immediately shook my head.
[Just keep it.]
[Pardon?]
John looked at me with a surprised face at my words.
[Y-you’re giving me this much money?]
[Yes. You should go exchange it quickly. That casino will go bankrupt soon.]
[Why would the casino go bankr- no, that’s not important. Why are you giving me this huge amount of money?]
My answer is that it’s compensation for our past relationship… But to John who doesn’t remember the past, such words would just seem out of the blue.
[Just, I feel like you would use that money very well.]
[What do you mean…]
I looked at John’s face and said:
[Think of it as compensation for the hardships you’ve endured until now.]
[Compensation…]
[You’ve wasted years here. Think of it as payment for that. I took care of what I needed to while taking down your boss, so you take care of yourself too.]
This is true. Diana’s secret vault was full of cash and precious metals. If I convert everything found there to cash, it would be at least several billion won.
So giving this much money to John wasn’t a problem at all. However, even with my explanation, John still held out the ticket to me.
[Even so, there’s no reason for me to keep this money. There must be people who need this money much more than me…]
[Then make that your goal.]
[What?]
[You just said you don’t know what to do from now on. Give it to people who seem to need the money more. Make that your goal.]
[What do you mean…]
I said firmly to John who still looked bewildered:
[Anyway, that money has already left my hands. So if you don’t want to keep it, do whatever you want with it.]
John, realizing that I had no intention of taking the money back, soon made some decision and said to me with a serious face:
[I’ll use it well. This money.]
[Use it for yourself too. You know you need to take care of yourself first, right?]
Helping others is a very difficult thing. It’s not something you can do just because you have a lot of money. Just living well for myself without helping others is a hundred times easier path.
But John was too good a person to just grab onto fortune that came to him.
Still, if it’s John, he won’t waste that money carelessly. He’s too weak to emotions, but he’s not the type to waste money foolishly.
[Well then, shall we leave this place first?]
* * *
John decided to go to the hotel with us. We decided to stay there for now and figure out what to do next.
Han Seo-hyeon narrowed his eyes seeing me bringing John along, but soon sighed as if giving up and summoned the eagle.
[Wow.]
John carefully climbed on top of it. It was a shame he was trembling, but I was worried about just leaving him alone.
—You should have asked that Nikki woman to take John along too earlier.
‘Those people might see John as a bystander or accomplice. I can’t send him alone to mix with them.’
Han Seo-hyeon controlling the bird still didn’t look very happy. It seems he was really quite upset this time.
—He’ll think you’re ignoring him.
‘It’s not like that…’
How much do I rely on Han Seo-hyeon. Ignore him? That’s absurd. It’s just that I don’t want to allow murder yet…
—You’ll have to tell him clearly.
‘Yes.’
My heart grew heavy at Ray’s words. I had no idea what to say. Ugh, I’d like to avoid it if I could, but this isn’t a situation I can avoid just because I want to.
I should talk to him properly when we get to the hotel.
The bird Han Seo-hyeon controlled soon reached the hotel. John stepped down staggering. Seeing John’s even paler expression, I quickly spoke:
[Let’s go rest at that hotel for now.]
[U-um, yes…]
This isn’t the situation to do anything.
[When you feel better, go cash that ticket first.]
It may look fine now, but since Diana who was running the casino behind the scenes has disappeared, the casino will soon go bankrupt. At my warning, John nodded and said:
[Thank you.]
I frowned watching John’s back as he entered the hotel.
Now that I’ve sent him off like this, I feel quite uneasy.
‘Hmm, will he be okay?’
—If he’s not okay? Surely you’re not thinking of bringing that person along too?
‘Of course not.’
I can’t bring along an ordinary person with no means of self-protection. But somehow I’m worried…
“You seem quite concerned?”
I turned my head back at Han Seo-hyeon’s sarcastic words. Han Seo-hyeon standing with his arms crossed and one leg cocked came into view. He looked exactly like a delinquent teenager to anyone.
“No, I’m not concerned at all.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s expression only grew fiercer at my words. Han Seo-hyeon who glared at me for a while, thinking something, opened his mouth still with a crooked attitude:
“Just hurry up and come in. We have a lot to talk about, don’t we?”
“R-right.”
Urgh, I can’t avoid it anymore. Just as I was about to enter the hotel with Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho like that. A concerning silhouette caught my eye.
“Um, you two go in first.”
“Why again?”
“I’ll buy some food from that food truck in front and come in.”
Kim Jae-ho’s eyes lit up at my words:
“I want to go too.”
“No, Jae-ho go in with Seo-hyeon too.”
Han Seo-hyeon who glared at me lightly hit Kim Jae-ho’s arm.
“Let’s go in.”
“Why? I want to go together too.”
“He has something he wants to do alone.”
That’s clearly a sarcastic tone. But being a sinner with many things to feel guilty about, I could only keep my mouth shut.
Kim Jae-ho who didn’t understand Han Seo-hyeon’s warning pouted.
“That’s why I want to go together too.”
“Are you going to upset me too?”
Ahem, I turned my gaze elsewhere pretending not to hear Han Seo-hyeon’s words. Kim Jae-ho was eventually dragged into the hotel led by Han Seo-hyeon’s hand.
“Buy a lot!”
I nodded at Kim Jae-ho’s words.
“Got it.”
After sending the two off like that, I immediately headed to the food truck. I ordered one hot dog.
—You’re only buying one?
‘Yes, I’ll buy what I’m giving the kids later. This is for someone else.’
I mean that kid I encountered here last time.
After buying the hot dog, I approached the bench where I had found the kid last time. Sure enough, what I saw earlier wasn’t an illusion. Behind the bench was a familiar small body.
[Hello.]
I greeted the kid who had turned his back as if avoiding passersby. The small shoulders trembled slightly at my greeting.
[Won’t you show me your face? I bought a hot dog too?]
At my words, the kid slowly turned his head. The moment I saw that kid’s face, the smile that had been lingering on my face instantly disappeared.
[What happened to your face?]
At my question, the kid hurriedly hid his face between his knees, but it was already too late. I had already seen the kid’s face covered in dark bruises.
[Who did this?]
[It’s nothing.]
[How is this nothing, your already unattractive face has become a complete mess.]
[Who are you calling ugly?]
Seeing the kid yelling at me, I finally smiled.
[Now you’ve got some energy back.]
I handed the hot dog to the kid who was at a loss for words. The kid hesitated but took the hot dog from me.
[Eat first.]
I didn’t want to start by yelling at the kid who had probably been starving all day. I need to fill his stomach before we talk.
—And then?
‘I need to hear who made this kid who has nowhere to be hit look like this.’
—The answer seems obvious though…
That’s the problem. I have the same thought as Ray.
‘Still, I have to hope it’s not just that.’
If the culprit who made this kid like this is really who I think it is, well. It seems it would be difficult to pretend to be a good person anymore.
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While eating the hot dog, the kid kept glancing at me.
[You haven’t committed any crime, so why are you watching me like that?]
It was pitiful to see the victim being so wary. What on earth did you do wrong, what are you so afraid of to be this scared?
At my words, the kid said:
[It’s not like I did anything good either. Just getting beaten up like this…]
There was a shadow unsuited for a child on the kid’s face as he said that.
[What happened?]
[If I tell you, what will change?]
The kid’s words pierced my heart sharply. I understood the kid’s feelings because I had thought the same countless times when I was young. But…
[If you don’t tell anyone and keep it bottled up inside, you’ll get sick. Sometimes even trivial things become heavy as if they’re something important when you hold onto them.]
This is what Jeong Ho-san told me. He gently coaxed me, who often shut my mouth and didn’t say anything, telling me it’s better to open up about anything.
—You still often shut your mouth though.
‘Can a person’s personality change so easily?’
—Good grief.
But maybe you can muster just a little courage once.
At my words, the kid who had been quietly looking at the ground slightly opened his mouth.
[You know? That there was a fire at the casino yesterday. No, apparently there wasn’t really a fire. Anyway, I thought there really was a fire then. Everyone was running out.]
My mind froze at those words.
Yesterday, casino, fire alarm. It’s what I did.
The kid continued:
[I looked for Dad among the people who escaped. But no matter how much I looked, I couldn’t see Dad. So…]
[So what? Don’t tell me you went in to look for that dad?]
The kid quietly nodded.
You stupid kid.
[They say kids like you can’t enter the casino.]
[Everyone was in such a panic they didn’t pay attention. So I went inside.]
The kid spoke calmly, but if there had really been a fire, it could have been a disaster. Was that why the kid was watching me? The kid carefully opened his mouth seeing me not saying anything:
[When I went inside, Dad was there. With some people, so I went but…]
I could guess the conversation that followed without hearing it.
[Even though I said there was a fire and we should go, he didn’t even listen to me…]
That trash raised his hand against a child trying to save him somehow.
[I begged and begged that we’d die if we stayed here, but…]
The kid finally burst into tears. I quietly listened as tears dropped between his legs. What words should I say? What words could comfort this child?
Whether I dare to do so.
After learning that artifacts were installed in the slot machines, the first thing I thought of was this kid’s father.
Yes, if he fell into gambling not by his own will but because of the artifacts, maybe we could somehow return him to his family.
If this worked out well, maybe this child’s story would end with a happy ending somehow.
But that was too naive a thought.
Whether due to the artifacts or not. That man crossed the line.
The moment he raised his hand against the child who came to save him at the risk of his life, I gave up on that man.
Maybe it’s fortunate. That this child’s father is a person not worthy of forgiveness. A piece of trash with no room for redemption.
—What are you trying to do again?
What else?
[I told you last time you had no choice. That’s why you’re sitting here waiting for your dad like this.]
At my words, the kid quietly wiped his tears with the back of his hand. Looking at the face mottled with bruises, I said:
[I’ll give you a choice. Whether to keep waiting here for that son of a bitch who’s not worthy of being called a father, or to take the hand of this strange mister.]
I looked at the kid’s face and said:
[Choose, as you wish.]
* * *
The kid took my hand.
Of course, he attached several conditions. Like he’d scream if we went to a secluded place, or that he didn’t completely trust me.
If the child’s eyes hadn’t been wet as he said those words, it might have sounded quite threatening.
But with a face about to cry as he said that, it just made my heart ache.
As I headed straight to the hotel, the child narrowed his eyes and said:
[Why are we going here?]
[There’s someone I need to meet.]
I went straight to the hotel’s front desk and asked the employee:
[Which room is Mr. John Smith staying in?]
[Ah, I’m sorry but we can’t disclose information about other guests…]
[He’s my friend. He said he’d tell the front desk in advance earlier.]
The employee immediately fell for my lie. I nodded as I heard John’s room number.
The child beside me asked:
[Who’s John?]
[Um, my friend?]
[I-I’m not going there!]
The child immediately let go of my hand. Instead of reaching out to grab the kid, I just let him go.
The kid asked with a face that showed he didn’t expect me to let him go so easily:
[Wh-what? Weren’t you trying to take me?]
[Where, to a hotel room? No, that’s not right. Wouldn’t you be uncomfortable? Going into a hotel room with someone you don’t know.]
[Th-then why did you ask for that person’s room number?]
[Well, because I need to bring that guy here.]
The trust between us was so fragile it seemed like it would break if touched slightly. No matter how starved for affection, a child wouldn’t trust a mister who just bought him hot dogs for a few days so deeply.
Taking a child into a hotel, into a room with a stranger?
I should reflect and say ‘My bad!’ even if I’m immediately mistaken for a sex offender.
So I had no intention at all of taking the child into the hotel room.
[You can wait in this lobby while I bring that person.]
[I might run away.]
[That’s fine, if I’m not trustworthy to you. But there are a lot of people here. You see those CCTVs too, right?]
I showed the kid the CCTVs installed here and there so he could feel at ease.
[Still…]
[Think about it while waiting for me to bring John. Whether you should run away, or trust me a bit more.]
I lightly waved my hand to the kid. As soon as I got on the elevator, Ray asked:
—What on earth are you thinking?
‘That kid thinks a lot and is very scared. So I need to give him time to resolve that. If I just drag him along, he’ll trust me that much less.’
—No, I was asking what you’re thinking dragging John Smith into this.
‘Ah, that.’
The elevator arrived as we were talking. Getting off the elevator and heading to John’s room, I said:
‘I thought that kid would be just right as the first target for John’s charity work.’
—That little kid?
‘Yes, I like that he’s not easy too.’
Won’t it be enough to completely occupy John’s mind for a while?
‘And somehow I feel reassured if I attach that kid to him.’
—Isn’t it usually the opposite?
‘Well, John has a bit of a sucker side to him.’
Knock knock, I knocked on the door. There was a clattering sound from inside, then after a moment John carefully opened the door.
[Who… Oh?]
[I found a poor child who needs help and wondered if you might be interested.]
John’s eyes widened at my words.
* * *
Fortunately, when I finished talking with John and came down to the lobby, the kid was still standing there.
Though he looked quite restless standing with his arms crossed and stamping his feet, he still stayed here and waited for me.
After examining the child’s face, John made a pained expression. John had said he wanted to help the child somehow after hearing the rough situation from me, but seeing the child in person seemed to strengthen his feelings towards the child even more.
[Shall we start with introductions? This is Mr. John who will help you from now on. Of course, only if you allow it. And Mr. John, this is…]
I introduced them to each other. Since I didn’t know the kid’s name yet, the kid was given the lazy expression of ‘a kid who needs help’ instead of a name, but that was enough.
The child’s eyes immediately sharpened at my action of pushing John forward as the person who will help you from now on.
[Are you serious? You’re going to sell me to an old geezer like that?]
[Strictly speaking, I’m not selling you. I’d have to receive something to be selling you. I’m in the position of giving money to that side and asking them to take care of you.]
[Ha.]
At my words, the kid let out a hollow laugh as if dumbfounded and John twisted his body with a bright red face.
[It’s absolutely not like that…]
John cleared his throat and said:
[Of course I think it will seem strange for me to say this when I’m seeing you for the first time here. Yes, I thought so too. But you see. If you need help, I, um, am ready to help with anything.]
There was quite a bit of appeal in John’s voice as he said that. Enough for the child’s eyes to soften a little.
But words like that are not enough.
[The issue is this. How exactly will you help that child?]
At my question, John stumbled over his words.
[Well, I was going to think about it slowly now…]
—Didn’t you say you’d leave it all to him before?
‘Yes, I thought we had more time then.’
But since the situation has turned out like this, I have no choice but to speed-inject enlightenment through shock therapy for now.
[All you have is money. And it’s just a decent amount of money. Enough to live comfortably, but far too little to wield power. How will you help that kid with that money? You know it’s not a good answer to just give money and be done with it, right?]
[Uh, well…]
There’s no way a proper answer will come out right away. I didn’t expect an answer to that question either. I turned my head towards the kid and said:
[You think about it too. How you can use that person to become happy. What you need to be able to live well on your own from now on.]
It shouldn’t end with just receiving help. Because it’s not a world that goes easy on you just because you’re a child. So he needed to figure out how to stand on his own.
And until he figured out that method, he needed John’s help whether he liked it or not.
[The goal of Mr. John here is to help people in need with the money he has. And the goal of the kid here is to live a happy life.]
At my words, John and the kid stared straight at each other’s faces. They soon awkwardly turned their gazes elsewhere, but it was important that they recognized each other.
[There are people with such stupid goals.]
The kid clicked his tongue as if embarrassed by the current situation, and John awkwardly scratched the back of his neck.
[Anyway, what’s important in this situation now is that you both need each other’s cooperation to achieve your goals.]
I sat the two down and whispered:
[If you just mindlessly leech off that person’s money, you’ll only develop bad habits without learning how to live on your own.]
The kid’s shoulders trembled at my words.
[I wasn’t thinking that…]
[And you too, you need to move carefully. Unless you want to get completely cleaned out when rumors spread that there’s a rich sucker somewhere.]
Light entered John’s eyes. There are people who become stronger when they have something to be responsible for. John was like that too.
I said to the child:
[If you ever don’t want John’s help anymore, fine. You can leave John. The same goes for anything else.]
I left a final piece of advice to the child who was staring at my face as if mesmerized:
[Don’t forget. You always have choices.]
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Leaving John and the child behind, I moved my steps.
What happens from now on is their responsibility.
Now, it’s time to do my part. For example, a candid conversation with Han Seo-hyeon, or a dialogue, or a debate…
—Right, now you can’t run away anymore.
‘Yes…’
Unfortunately, we didn’t have much time left. Once we finished preparing to leave America, I was planning to dump the casino business on Taika and bolt.
There are things to do when we return to Korea too, so we didn’t have much time to talk at length.
So I know today is the optimal time to talk, but somehow my feet wouldn’t move, like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse.
It’s easy to meddle in other people’s business, but why do I hate it so much when it becomes my business?
As I drooped my shoulders and headed to the elevator like that, Ray whispered to me:
—Wait, haven’t you forgotten something?
‘Forgotten what?’
—You need to buy food!
Oh no, I almost made a big mistake!
* * *
As soon as I arrived at the hotel, a black shadow pounced on me.
“Food!”
Kim Jae-ho snatched the plastic bag from my hand. I was newly grateful for Ray’s advice. If I had come empty-handed, I don’t want to imagine what would have happened.
“That’s not all yours! Share it with others!”
“Okay!”
Kim Jae-ho answered me energetically, but judging by the fact that he had already stuffed two hot dogs in his mouth, he didn’t seem to be taking it to heart.
Behind Kim Jae-ho, I saw Cha Song-jin and Edward with a tired face. I said to the two:
“You were all hungry, right? Eat first.”
“Looks like we’ll need Jae-ho’s permission for that…”
Cha Song-jin looked at Kim Jae-ho who had his nose buried in the plastic bag with a disgusted expression.
“Kim Jae-ho!”
At my call, Kim Jae-ho reluctantly handed the plastic bag to Cha Song-jin. Cha Song-jin who received the bag immediately opened it for Edward.
[Um, thank you.]
[You’re welcome.]
To be able to manage with just this short conversation. It was impressive.
Edward looked at me with a face that said he had something to say, but unfortunately, I had a prior engagement.
Han Seo-hyeon who appeared quietly like a ghost behind the two was looking at me with a terrifying face.
“Seo-hyeon, you should eat something too…”
“I’m not hungry.”
To say such words when he must be hungry after skipping lunch to raid Diana’s base means he’s that urgent to talk.
—It means he doesn’t want to give you any room to run away. This is all because you ran away at the slightest excuse.
I had nothing to say.
“I won’t run away, so eat something first…”
“I told you I’m not hungry.”
It feels like my head will be split in half if I insist one more time.
‘It’s not the atmosphere for me to say I’m hungry, right?’
—You know well.
I had no choice but to look at the hot dogs with wistful eyes before moving with Han Seo-hyeon.
As soon as we entered a small room attached to the living room, Han Seo-hyeon pointed to a chair with his eyes and said:
“Sit there.”
It was usually me who said to sit down because I had something to say. I sat down awkwardly on the chair Han Seo-hyeon pointed to. I felt uncomfortable as if sitting on pins and needles.
“Haah.”
My shoulders trembled involuntarily at the deep sigh. Though he had sat me down like this, he didn’t easily open his mouth. Seeing his face that seemed to have a lot to say, it looked like he was considering which words to start with.
“Why did you stop me earlier?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s question after deliberation went straight to the point. I first rolled my eyes at that question.
Why did I stop him?
The answer is simple.
Because I didn’t want to see Han Seo-hyeon killing people.
But that alone won’t be enough to convince Han Seo-hyeon. So he’ll probably ask ‘why’ I stopped him from killing people.
“You’re not answering?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s words sharpened at my silence. I startled and continued speaking:
“Just, I was thinking about how to answer.”
“What is there to think about? If you stopped me, there must be a reason.”
“Umm, you roughly know too. That…”
“Because you don’t like me killing people?”
So he did know.
“Why?”
As I expected, a question asking for the reason followed.
The answers I can give are limited.
You’re still young.
You’re not ready yet.
I just don’t like it.
Only shoddy reasons that will immediately be countered. In fact, 1 and 2 are the same thing, so in the end, I’m stopping Han Seo-hyeon without much reason. Just to make myself feel better.
“I’ve become much stronger. I thought I had become strong enough that Boss wouldn’t have to worry anymore…”
“I know you’re strong.”
I couldn’t meet Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes and turned my gaze elsewhere.
I know how much effort Han Seo-hyeon has put in to become stronger.
How hard Han Seo-hyeon worked to hone his skills using bones, and how amazing the bone bomb technique he created is.
And what I’m doing with this amazing person Han Seo-hyeon…
—Why are you suddenly shrinking?
‘I suddenly thought whether such an esteemed person should come to this lowly Weltschmerz…’
—You’re talking nonsense again.
‘Yes, it’s nonsense.’
I could certainly understand why Han Seo-hyeon became dissatisfied.
I always devised strategies considering our combat strength. That was also the reason I initially excluded Han Seo-hyeon from combat. Because Han Seo-hyeon’s ability wasn’t suitable for combat.
But Han Seo-hyeon became stronger, and I could no longer exclude him from combat for that reason.
This is what Han Seo-hyeon is saying.
I’ve become strong now. So include me now too.
But I still excluded Han Seo-hyeon from direct combat, so his dissatisfaction erupted.
“Is it because I’m not reliable? You know I can handle things properly too.”
“That’s the problem. That you can handle things properly.”
With one order from me, Han Seo-hyeon would kill the person in front of him without any hesitation. That was the problem. That Han Seo-hyeon came to think of killing people as nothing. And that it was probably because of me.
Unlike Kim Jae-ho who lived an inhumane life in a laboratory and developed twisted standards, Han Seo-hyeon was a person who had lived a normal life.
Isn’t it all my fault that such a kid came to say these things so casually?
—Well, I think that kid was a bit twisted from the start too…
‘If this situation hadn’t come, and if he hadn’t met me, things would have been different.’
I think I’m a villain.
So I’ve committed things a villain would do without any guilt until now.
Lying, stealing, killing. And I’ll repeat such things countless times in the future to achieve my goals.
Because I’m that kind of person.
What I hadn’t thought about was that children who sincerely follow me like this appeared, and that because of me, even those children are about to fall into the same mire as me.
—So you don’t want them to be stained by you anymore, right?
‘Yes, if you put it that way.’
—Do you think that’s possible?
As long as they’re within this framework called Weltschmerz, it’s impossible.
Because as long as I, a villain, lead it, Weltschmerz will inevitably become villains too.
Villains who can’t be free from the judgment of the law, who will be pointed at wherever they go.
I’m okay with being treated like that.
But I didn’t want Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho to be treated like that.
It might be too late already, but how can I help being concerned now?
—You’re saying your conscience suddenly started working?
‘Yes…’
It’s okay for me to do bad things. Because I’m already corrupted. Because I’m a bad guy. But Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho are different, aren’t they?
The two of them still had room to turn back.
“What exactly is the problem?”
If I say I don’t want you at least to fall into the mire like me, how would Han Seo-hyeon answer? Wouldn’t this terribly kind kid say it doesn’t matter?
“I can kill too. I don’t even care from the start. Whether I kill a few people now or not. What difference does it make?”
“That’s why you saying such things itself is the problem.”
“What exactly is the problem! Why is it okay for Boss to kill dozens of people, and okay for Jae-ho hyung too, but why only me, only me?”
Han Seo-hyeon who shouted like that cried out sorrowfully:
“I can do it too, I can do it well too. Why are you leaving only me out?”
“That’s why I’m trying to think about this again this time. Jae-ho too from now on…”
“Why, why did you start thinking again? Because of me?”
“It’s not that…”
“It’s not that it’s not that! You’re saying you’ll stop because of me, aren’t you? Why, why are you suddenly like this? It was fine until now, why are you suddenly saying it’s not okay when I try to join in?”
Han Seo-hyeon said as if he couldn’t understand why I was suddenly like this:
“I’m not that weak of a person. I can help Boss too.”
Certainly, if they’re with me, they won’t be able to avoid crossing the line eventually. As long as I’m outside the line, my words telling them not to cross over here won’t work.
But what can I do if I don’t want to drag you outside this line?
“I think I was wrong. So from now on…”
“Is that all you have to say to me?”
Han Seo-hyeon said coldly. His eyes glaring at me were full of resentment. Resentment for not listening to his words until the end, resentment for pushing him away.
“Can’t you just acknowledge me?”
“This isn’t a matter of acknowledging or not. I do acknowledge you…”
“No, you don’t. You still see me as just a child.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Then tell me. Why was there no problem with Jae-ho hyung all this time, but only me isn’t okay?”
Well, that’s because the image of Kim Jae-ho I saw in the past was stuck in my memory, but I couldn’t tell him that fact.
Han Seo-hyeon who frowned seeing me unable to say anything bit his lip.
“If you want to stop me, you’ll need to give a more proper answer.”
Seo-hyeon-ah.”
“You don’t seem prepared today, so I’ll give you time to prepare. But if you act like this next time too, then I’ll do as I please.”
I couldn’t stop Han Seo-hyeon who said those words and left the room.
Urgh…
—If you were planning to persuade him, you should have prepared more convincing words. Did you think he would fall for words that can’t even convince yourself?
Ray’s words painfully stabbed my heart.
‘Actually, don’t I lack the qualities of a leader?’
—Oh? So what are you going to do? Are you thinking of releasing all of them now? Telling them to live their own lives? Whether you have the qualities of a leader or not, now that you’ve decided to embrace them, you need to take proper responsibility.
I nodded at Ray’s words. It’s already too late to talk about qualities. Han Seo-hyeon has already waited a lot. In that battle that day, and today at the hotel too.
Didn’t he give this lacking leader one last chance? I can’t miss this opportunity.
—So use that unmoving head of yours and think well. What choice you should make if you really care for him.
The problem is it’s too overwhelming for me to solve alone. Just as I was agonizing over what exactly to say to Han Seo-hyeon, the door opened slightly.
“Can we talk for a moment?”
It was Cha Song-jin.
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Suddenly want to talk? Unlike Han Seo-hyeon, I had no idea what Cha Song-jin was looking for me to talk about.
“Ah, is it not okay?”
Cha Song-jin who peeked his head out from behind the door rolled his eyes while watching me.
“Come in.”
As soon as my permission was given, Cha Song-jin quickly came inside.
“What do you want to talk about?”
“It seemed like you were fighting with Seo-hyeon.”
“You heard everything?”
“The walls are thin here.”
The walls of a top-class hotel are thin? At my suspicious look, Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes and added:
“Or maybe I was curious about what you two were saying and had my ear against the wall…”
What a grand way to say he eavesdropped. Cha Song-jin quickly exclaimed at my incredulous look:
“B-but I was worried when you two went into the room with such a serious atmosphere.”
Well, it’s understandable for Cha Song-jin to be worried. The shrimp’s back always bursts in a whale fight. It’s natural for a shrimp to be worried.
Cha Song-jin who sat down on the chair while watching me carefully asked:
“Can I ask what you fought about?”
I pondered for a moment. Should I tell him? Telling him wasn’t much of a problem, but how Cha Song-jin would take this issue was the problem.
I didn’t want to talk about killing people or such in front of Cha Song-jin as much as possible.
But…
“You never know, it might help.”
Maybe I should talk about it, if only to acknowledge Cha Song-jin’s sincerity in saying this much.
—Good grief, anyone listening would think you’re doing him a favor. When in fact you feel like kneeling down in gratitude.
‘Ahem, ahem. It was a time when I needed another perspective, wasn’t it?’
No matter how much I rack my brain alone, I can’t find the answer.
I don’t expect Cha Song-jin to give a satisfying answer to this problem, but you never know. As Cha Song-jin said, it might help.
I briefly told Cha Song-jin about the conversation I had with Han Seo-hyeon. I tried to moderate it as much as possible, but it seems I failed in the end.
Judging by how much paler Cha Song-jin’s face became after hearing everything I said.
—Don’t you think you summarized it strangely?
‘What’s wrong with my summary?’
—”I’ve killed quite a lot of people, you know? Ah, but I’d prefer if Seo-hyeon didn’t… I told him not to kill people. Seo-hyeon got upset. What should I do?” I recited exactly what you said, how is it?
It was terrible.
‘…Summarizing isn’t my specialty.’
Fortunately, Cha Song-jin who had been hit by my summary attack soon came to his senses.
“S-so that’s what you fought about.”
Did he really come to his senses? Or did he come to his senses only to blank out again because the content was so strange?
“Maybe it’s not right to consult about this kind of thing. Even if it’s difficult to find an answer, should I just think about it alone?”
At my words, Cha Song-jin immediately shook his head.
“No. I’d really, really like it if you consulted with me.”
“Well, I’ve been thinking about it alone but couldn’t come to any conclusion. It’s understandable for Seo-hyeon to be angry.”
I postponed the conversation several times, and even after having the conversation, I couldn’t come to a clear conclusion.
I really am a terrible leader.
“So what do you think? What should I do?”
At my question, Cha Song-jin gulped. I casually threw out words to ease Cha Song-jin’s burden:
“Just say whatever comes to mind, it’s my job to make the decision anyway. I just want to borrow a cat’s paw.”
Perhaps encouraged by my words, Cha Song-jin slowly opened his mouth:
“The best way would be not to kill people so these kinds of words don’t come up.”
Hmm, even so, I didn’t expect this kind of answer. Cha Song-jin who examined my expression quickly added:
“O-of course, you probably didn’t expect this answer. But still, um, I wanted to mention this method first to fundamentally solve the problem.”
I smiled brightly at Cha Song-jin’s words.
“That’s right, if we decide not to kill people, we won’t have to fight over this issue anymore.”
Well, an ordinary person would say something like this.
Is there really a need to kill? Just don’t kill and that’s it.
Yes, how nice it would be if the problem ended so simply. I forced a smile and said to Cha Song-jin:
“Thanks for listening…”
“Wait, I’m not done yet.”
Cha Song-jin who hurriedly cut off my words added while watching me:
“Of course, I know that’s not realistic. I also know there’s a reason Weltschmerz chose the extreme method of murder.”
I blinked at Cha Song-jin’s words. I never thought Cha Song-jin would say words defending murder.
I looked straight into Cha Song-jin’s eyes.
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, I’m serious. I-I said I wanted to become Weltschmerz too, didn’t I?”
“You said you hated being a villain even if you died.”
“…That’s why the standard is important.”
I frowned at Cha Song-jin’s words.
“Standard?”
Because a word I hadn’t thought of at all appeared. At my question, Cha Song-jin calmly continued:
“What was most difficult when making the textbook… was setting the standard. By what standard would I decide what’s right and wrong.”
Cha Song-jin pointed to the middle of the table with his finger.
“If we say above where I pointed is ‘right’ and below is ‘wrong’, it’s exactly half and half now, but…”
Cha Song-jin’s finger moved down.
“If it becomes like this, what was wrong earlier becomes right now. Morality isn’t something fixed. Unlike laws, it can change anytime depending on the situation.”
Cha Song-jin’s face was serious. At that serious attitude, I also sat up straight and listened to Cha Song-jin’s words.
Cha Song-jin who gulped looked straight at my face and said:
“You’re our organization’s standard. You’re our leader, and, um, I’m like this too but the kids rely on you…”
Cha Song-jin who shook his head vigorously put his fist on the table and said:
“So your standard is our standard. Our organization’s, um, morality changes according to your actions.”
“I’m the standard…”
“Yes, I thought about it the whole time I was making the textbook. What your standard is. But, I really couldn’t figure it out.”
Cha Song-jin looked at me and said:
“You, you’re a strange person. You’re a villain, yes, a villain who wouldn’t be unjustly punished if hit by the hammer of the law right now as you say, but you have specific targets. Let’s only do bad things to bad guys. What bad things you’ll do to those bad guys, how bad a guy you’ll target. Until now, that standard wasn’t important. We just had to follow you. But you see…”
Ahem, ahem, Cha Song-jin cleared his throat and continued:
“You told me to teach morality. To give room for self-thought. Then you need to tell us. The standard we should keep.”
“My standard…”
“Yes, as I said earlier, I really couldn’t figure out your standard on my own. I felt uncomfortable just guessing and then teaching.”
Certainly, I didn’t pay any attention despite telling him to teach morality. I didn’t expect Cha Song-jin to think this far. What I wanted was for him to teach Jae-ho basic common sense like ‘raise your hand and cross at the blue light’…
“And you know, I think this standard is needed to resolve your fight with Seo-hyeon too.”
Can it resolve the problem with Han Seo-hyeon too? Cha Song-jin looked at me and asked:
“Let me ask directly. By what standard are you killing people?”
I answered lightly to Cha Song-jin’s words:
“Bad guys?”
For now, my standard is ‘absolutely don’t harm children and good people’. Adult criminals? Who cares, die! Die and become fertilizer for this world!
At my words, Cha Song-jin nodded and said:
“Right, I thought so. Then how bad does a guy have to be before it’s okay to kill him? I said the standard is important. Just saying bad guys isn’t an answer. You’re not going to kill everyone who littered or jaywalked, right?”
Come to think of it, I had never once considered whether this person was really okay to kill when killing someone until now.
I just mercilessly took lives if they were an obstacle to me, if they had committed even a small crime.
Because…
It’s convenient that way. No need to worry about the aftermath.
Wait, when did I start thinking like this?
When did I start thinking killing people was a ‘clean solution’?
My hands trembled finely.
The moment I realized who planted this thought in me, I felt like I would vomit right away.
‘…This is something Seol Rok-jin would do.’
Right, getting rid of obstacles. That’s exactly the kind of behavior Seol Rok-jin would do.
It’s just as Seol Rok-jin said. The me who used to tremble at just the thought of killing someone, at just the thought that someone had died, was gone.
Before I knew it, I had become a person who felt nothing even after killing someone with my own hands.
—Hey, get a hold of yourself.
Cha Song-jin who examined my face exclaimed in surprise:
“Why, what’s wrong?”
Cha Song-jin who saw my trembling hands cried out in shock:
“Are you in pain? Did you get sick? S-seeing you suddenly like this, are you a-allergic? But you didn’t eat anything, right?”
The thoughts filling my head blurred at that dumbfounded reaction.
“No, it’s not that, I just thought I might have killed too indiscriminately…”
“Uh, um.”
Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes at my words. His face looked troubled, like he wanted to comfort me but couldn’t carelessly say anything given the content. Seeing Cha Song-jin’s dumbfounded face, I couldn’t help but laugh.
“Haha.”
“What, why are you s-suddenly laughing?”
“No, just because.”
I lowered my gaze. In my head, I kept recalling what Cha Song-jin had said.
Standard, standard.
Seol Rok-jin’s standard was infinitely low.
If it bothered him, if he didn’t like it, or for fun. That bastard was someone who could commit murder anytime.
Me? I was similar too. Spending time by that guy’s side, seeing Seol Rok-jin kill people countless times, I had unknowingly been stained.
But now I have people I’m responsible for…
“Can I just think carefully about that standard from now on?”
As Cha Song-jin said, I needed a new standard.
A new standard for us, not Seol Rok-jin’s.
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As Cha Song-jin said, since I created the organization called Weltschmerz, this organization had no choice but to move according to my standards as the leader. The problem is that even I never properly thought about those standards.
Until today, I moved as I wanted without clear standards.
I stole when I wanted to steal, killed when I wanted to kill.
I moved according to whatever thoughts came to mind at the time, without any consideration.
—And those thoughts were exactly like your former master’s, you know.
‘Well, that’s true, but I don’t want to blame that person. Although I was influenced by Seol Rok-jin, in the end it was me who acted on the thoughts that came to mind without any consideration.’
I have no intention of passing everything off to someone who isn’t even by my side now. My mind might feel a little easier, but in the end nothing changes.
What’s important is not making the same mistake.
‘To do that, I need to clearly point out where I went wrong.’
Although I said it was wrong, I don’t regret all the choices I’ve made so far. I’m not suddenly suffering from guilt for killing bad guys. It’s partly because my sense of guilt has faded, but basically it’s because what I feel sorry for isn’t those guys’ lives.
What I’m worried about is only Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho who have been by my side like this and may have been negatively influenced.
“What if it’s already too late?”
“What do you mean it’s already too late?”
“If Jae-ho and Seo-hyeon have already been badly influenced because of me…”
At my worry, Cha Song-jin blinked his eyes.
“That’s what you were worried about?”
“How can I not worry? Even the Edward incident, if you think about it, happened all because of me.”
“Because of you?”
“Jae-ho is pure.”
“Th-that guy is pure?”
“Yes. Jae-ho’s depth of thought is still shallow. Like young children.”
Kim Jae-ho was pure in a good sense, and ignorant in a bad sense. Kim Jae-ho, who hadn’t been out in the world for long, wasn’t yet properly prepared to live in this world.
Because he doesn’t know anything, he has no clear standards to make any judgments, and because his standards aren’t clear, his behavior is so strange that ordinary people can’t understand.
Just look at how Kim Jae-ho attacked Taika Cooper in the Edward incident.
An ordinary person would ask why on earth he attacked that guy there.
It’s strange! Why suddenly attack a person there!
But if Kim Jae-ho recalled his outing with me, the answer becomes simple.
That’s also why I couldn’t severely scold Kim Jae-ho during the Edward incident.
Because Kim Jae-ho just acted as he learned from me.
So even if I scold Kim Jae-ho, he clearly won’t understand why. At best, all he could think of would be ‘Ah, Boss is angry because I attacked without his order!’
Isn’t that similar to the reason I actually scolded Kim Jae-ho then?
I didn’t say things like you shouldn’t attack people recklessly, or that it’s a bad thing.
‘Because…’
—Because of what you’ve done so far. And because of what you’ll do in the future. You couldn’t carelessly say such things.
‘Yes.’
This is why I can’t help but feel nauseous at my own actions.
I slowly opened my mouth while looking at Cha Song-jin.
“Jae-ho doesn’t know anything. I just brought a child who doesn’t know anything and used him as I pleased.”
Yes, the word ‘used’ is appropriate.
I just picked him up randomly and said he had to earn his keep, dragging Kim Jae-ho into my revenge.
Of course, Kim Jae-ho lived a miserable life because of Seol Rok-jin in the past, and it’s true that his current life is better than that life. But that doesn’t excuse the fact that I’m using Kim Jae-ho.
At first, the reason I bought Kim Jae-ho was just because I needed a suitable awakener to use for my revenge.
Until then, I didn’t think about Kim Jae-ho at all.
Yes, I did help with Kim Jae-ho’s revenge. But Kim Jae-ho’s revenge is already over.
‘He personally killed the people who tormented him at the Bomnal Orphanage, and dealt with Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk who was involved in that incident.’
It means I can no longer use the pretext of helping Kim Jae-ho’s revenge to use Kim Jae-ho.
What I’m doing is just, using Kim Jae-ho.
—You tried to let that guy go, didn’t you?
‘I said let go, but it was no different from just abandoning him. In the end, he came back because he was hungry.’
To make someone who hasn’t received proper education independent. That’s not independence. It’s abandonment!
—You abandon other people at the drop of a hat… No, from the start you were always thinking of sending those two away someday.
‘I don’t intend to drive them away…’
But if they want to leave me, I’ll say goodbye blessing their future lives.
Of course, I’m saying this, but I have no intention of cutting ties while driving those two away.
Han Seo-hyeon and I share the same enemy, and Kim Jae-ho isn’t properly prepared yet.
It’s just that guilt inevitably builds up. The conscience that didn’t flinch even when killing dozens of people pricks only when thinking of those two.
Cha Song-jin who heard my words quietly rolled his eyes, thinking about something. Then he suddenly asked:
“Come to think of it, I never asked before, but where did you bring Jae-ho from?”
“…I bought him from the black market with money.”
Cha Song-jin’s eyes narrowed at my words.
“Bought him?”
“Yes. Jae-ho was an experimental subject who underwent physical modification in a laboratory. After he was no longer needed, he was put on the market. He was in a state of being returned often because of his bad temper.”
It wasn’t a lie to say he would have been sold to a worse master if it weren’t for me, but I didn’t want to bring that up as an excuse for myself.
I talked about the time Kim Jae-ho and I spent together.
After taking in Kim Jae-ho like that, I just awakened his ability moderately and used him.
Cha Song-jin quietly listened to my grumbling. With unreadable eyes.
“Do you understand? I’m a terrible person. Just, a bad person who exploits and uses two kids.”
I moistened my dried lips with my tongue. My mouth dried up every time I opened it.
“As I said, I don’t regret bringing in those two in itself. I’ll probably keep using those two in the future. So tell me if your thoughts about wanting to join Weltschmerz have changed.”
At my words, Cha Song-jin quietly asked:
“Why, why did you bring in those two? You left out something important.”
Is that reason important? I looked at Cha Song-jin with such eyes, but Cha Song-jin’s eyes were firm. His expression said he had to hear that reason.
“Well, because I felt I absolutely couldn’t achieve my goal alone.”
“You mean taking down Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin, right?”
At those words, I looked at Cha Song-jin in surprise.
What, how do you know that!
“S-somehow I keep hearing those kinds of talks whenever I pass by! My hobby is definitely not eavesdropping or anything, so don’t misunderstand.”
Cha Song-jin who hurriedly rolled his eyes quickly added:
“And you guys don’t look around enough when you talk. Don’t you know the saying ‘Daytime words are heard by mice, nighttime words are heard by birds’?”
“…You switched them around.”
“W-well anyway!”
Cha Song-jin whose face had turned bright red looked at me and said:
“You say Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin is eating away at the country. Everything you guys are known to have committed, it was all done by Assemblyman Seol Rok-jin.”
Just how much did he eavesdrop and from where…
“D-did you think I said I wanted to become Weltschmerz without knowing anything? I said I wanted to join you guys with my own thoughts.”
“Your thoughts haven’t changed even after hearing everything I said?”
“Yes! They haven’t changed at all. And you know, if you think you’re using Jae-ho, talk to Jae-ho properly later. Don’t jump to conclusions like he won’t understand or you won’t get a proper answer.”
“But…”
It’s because I feel like Kim Jae-ho would just give the answer I want to hear. Asking for his opinion when he doesn’t know anything…
Cha Song-jin firmly cut off my words before I could even say them:
“That’s why I’m saying don’t jump to conclusions like that.”
“…Alright.”
“You’re still young too. Where are there people who are good at everything from the start? So from now on! You just need to do well from now on, right, that’s right.”
Cha Song-jin who muttered as if talking to himself suddenly gave me a thumbs up.
“What are you doing?”
“No, it’s somehow admirable, I guess. That you even think about such things, yes. Usually people don’t think like that. They just use people without even thinking they’re using them. Haha, that’s right.”
“How can you not think like that? Their lives are in my hands.”
After everything is over, I hoped Han Seo-hyeon and Kim Jae-ho would live normal lives.
That’s also why I told Cha Song-jin to teach morality.
After experiencing the Edward incident, I felt I couldn’t leave Kim Jae-ho in this state anymore.
For a very long time, I lived a life where I didn’t judge anything for myself or take responsibility.
In fact, we all did.
Me who lived as a pet dog trying to please Seol Rok-jin while being subordinate to him, Han Seo-hyeon who lived as a good brother suppressing his instincts to fulfill his brother’s expectations, and Kim Jae-ho who was a lab rat from birth. Lastly, Cha Song-jin who ended up here pushed by circumstances.
We were all people who had never properly chosen anything for ourselves.
Cha Song-jin said I should be the standard.
Because I became the standard for our choices, I need to take responsibility for that and become an unwavering person.
I was prepared, but honestly I was scared if I could do it properly.
Because they’ve become precious to me, I want to treat them well, but I don’t know how to do well.
Still, after talking with Cha Song-jin, my thoughts became a bit more organized.
“…Thank you for today. I’m glad you’re here after all.”
“You?”
Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes as if displeased at my words.
“You say thanks, but what’s with ‘you’. You.”
At those words, I made up my mind.
Right, this is someone who gives advice without holding back. There’s no reason not to call him hyung once.
Kid, I’m in a good mood.
“Thank you, Song-jin hyung.”
But contrary to expectations, Cha Song-jin’s expression when he heard my words was stiff. I thought he’d be happy. What’s with that face?
“Y-yeah…”
Cha Song-jin started jerking like a poorly assembled robot.
“What’s with that expression?”
“N-no. It feels strange to actually be called hyung by you.”
“What’s so strange about it?”
“W-well, I can’t pinpoint exactly what’s strange, but…”
Somehow seeing him jerking like that makes me feel twisted inside.
“What’s wrong, Song-jin hyung? Huh? What’s strange about calling hyung hyung?”
“N-no! Stop calling me that now. It just feels strange somehow, okay?”
“So I’m asking what’s strange about it, Song-jin hyung!”
I persistently called out to Cha Song-jin who was trying to run away from me.
—You’re really something. You said you didn’t like it when he asked you to call him that.
‘Well! Not wanting to call him that and not wanting to be called that are different things!’
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After teasing Cha Song-jin for a while, I said:
“By the way, it’s impressive that you had such thoughts while making the textbook.”
That I need to set proper standards for our organization to stand properly.
Thanks to that, it helped me organize my thoughts. I got a sense of how to set standards too. If I set proper standards, it seemed like I could reduce friction with Han Seo-hyeon as well.
The tangled thread that I didn’t know how to unravel met an unexpected breakthrough and began to unravel.
At my words, Cha Song-jin scratched his cheek and said:
“Uh, when I tried to make the textbook, I started thinking about very simple things by myself. From what morality is, to um, what should be taught first. So I ended up thinking much harder, I guess.”
Cha Song-jin who was mumbling more words said with a surprised face:
“D-did you tell us to make textbooks anticipating this?”
Cha Song-jin’s eyes sparkled excessively as he said that.
Ugh! I unconsciously turned my gaze elsewhere at the look full of admiration and respect.
Did I tell them to make textbooks anticipating that? How could that be? The reason I told the kids to make textbooks wasn’t for such a grand reason.
—Why don’t you just let him misunderstand? It’s not so bad if he thinks well of you.
Usually, I would have done that.
But how could I do that when I received such helpful advice from Cha Song-jin?
I spilled out the truth with a heavy heart:
“No, I just wanted you to kill time while I was at the casino… I thought you might cause trouble if I just told you to stay put…”
Cha Song-jin’s mouth fell open at my words.
“Actually, we could have just bought textbooks from a bookstore.”
My chest ached with guilt. Who knew they would work so hard! It was just supposed to be something to pass time!
—Is this something to say with such a heavy heart in the first place?
Ray spoke as if dumbfounded, but I who was confessing the truth and Cha Song-jin who was accepting that truth were both serious.
“I-I see.”
Cha Song-jin who heard my words closed his mouth with a complicated expression. Then he looked at me and opened his mouth with a serious face:
“It’s better not to tell Seo-hyeon about that.”
“Huh?”
“Don’t ask why, just don’t tell him.”
Cha Song-jin patted my shoulder and said:
“I’m serious.”
And I decided to accept Cha Song-jin’s sincere advice. I looked into Cha Song-jin’s eyes and nodded.
—So is this something to talk about so seriously?
* * *
After agonizing all day and creating my own standards, I called Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, and Cha Song-jin to gather in one place.
Unfortunately, Edward was excluded from the meeting. This was a meeting by and for Weltschmerz after all.
‘He wouldn’t understand even if we included him anyway.’
Besides, the content is a bit… Han Seo-hyeon sat down with a sullen expression. Kim Jae-ho had a sullen expression too.
“I understand Seo-hyeon, but why does Jae-ho look like that?”
“He was watching a movie with Edward.”
“A movie? Aren’t all the movies here in English?”
“It was an animated movie.”
Ah, I understood since Kim Jae-ho can’t resist cute things. No wonder he looked so displeased.
“Finish it quickly.”
“Be patient, it’s important.”
“Alright, what’s so important that you called everyone like this?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I cleared my throat. Cha Song-jin gave me an encouraging look. Han Seo-hyeon, who glanced at the space between me and Cha Song-jin, crossed his arms with a displeased face.
It was a face that didn’t like this subtle bond flowing between us two.
‘Hmm, did we show too obviously that we talked amongst ourselves?’
After everyone sat down in chairs, I slowly opened my mouth towards everyone:
“The reason I called everyone here is, uh, I decided to change the code of conduct for our Weltschmerz from now on.”
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon asked:
“Did we even have a code of conduct in the first place?”
“Uh, that’s an appropriate question! Right! Until now, we had no code of conduct at all! That was the problem!”
I hit the table with a thud and said:
“But it will be different from now on!”
“…So what is this code of conduct?”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, I gulped. Is this how a college student feels getting their assignment checked in front of a professor?
Can I persuade Han Seo-hyeon with these standards I worked hard to come up with? I slowly opened my mouth:
“From now on, we will only kill those we absolutely must kill. We won’t lay hands on those who have other options.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes narrowed at my words. It was obvious who this code of conduct came out for.
“Until now, there were no standards at all.”
“I just thought it would be better to have proper standards for us to operate from now on.”
“Right after having that conversation with me?”
As expected, the reaction wasn’t good. But it will be different if he hears my sincerity. I slowly opened my mouth:
“We need proper standards too. Right now I may be choosing those deserving death by my standards, but who knows when my standards might blur. And if those standards blur… Well, we’d be no different from murderers who kill anyone.”
I already knew several such murderers. To them, human life has no value at all. They’ve forgotten how precious it is because they’ve wielded it at will.
At first I cursed them, but I became similar too.
Han Seo-hyeon flared up at my words:
“Do you really think I’ll become like that?”
Oh my, to take my words like that. No, wait. Could those words be taken that way? I quickly opened my mouth before Han Seo-hyeon’s misunderstanding deepened:
“No, this has nothing to do with you. To be precise, this is because of me.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s eyebrows twitched at my words.
“Look at me, Seo-hyeon. You know, when a problem arose, I thought the simplest solution was to kill someone. This, well, isn’t right, is it?”
“There are many bastards who deserve to die in the world.”
“By what standard will you decide that?”
I said to Han Seo-hyeon:
“Yes, today we might be able to decide who deserves to die by our own standards. But if we stay like this, someday we might say someone deserves to die just for ‘cutting in line in front of us’, you know?”
“…Surely it won’t come to that?”
It does come to that.
I tightly closed my eyes then opened them, thinking of Seol Rok-jin.
“Anyway, clarifying the standards is for my sake too.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s eyes wavered at my words.
“Why, do you really think you’ll become like that, Boss?”
It’s already too late for that, and because I don’t want you to become like me.
I swallowed the words that rose inside and said something else:
“Well, to run the organization well from now on, it’s better to have rules like this! That way, uh, discipline will be maintained too!”
At my words forced out with a smile, Han Seo-hyeon sighed deeply. Han Seo-hyeon shrugged his shoulders and said to me:
“Fine, so what are these great standards?”
“Well, there are many detailed conditions, but in one word, ‘someone like Assemblyman Kim Sung-deuk?'”
Assemblyman Kim Sung-deuk was the worst not only for what he did, but for trying to evade responsibility for his crimes.
He was also an evil person who couldn’t be caught by normal methods, in other words, by ‘just’ methods as commonly said.
“If we can legally punish them, it’s better to let them face the hammer of the law. But for those who try to run away from their crimes, well, we can let them know there’s such a thing as karma in this world.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s eyebrows twitched at my words.
“Are you saying you’ll cooperate with the police?”
“Uh, is it cooperation? I just mean dumping them on those guys.”
“How will you dump them? The incompetent police until now won’t suddenly come out and catch bad guys if we just leave them alone, will they?”
Han Seo-hyeon’s question was quite sharp. As if he had thought about this many times.
“…Did you eavesdrop by any chance?”
Han Seo-hyeon firmly shook his head at my words.
“No. I didn’t hear anything at all.”
“…You should have asked what I was talking about.”
Han Seo-hyeon’s face turned red at my words.
“Wh-who told you to talk like that just the two of you? I couldn’t help being curious about what you two were saying!”
Cha Song-jin confessed to eavesdropping secretly too. Why is this place full of only people who eavesdrop on others!
“You!”
“What! They say the birds hear daytime talk and mice hear nighttime talk!”
And Han Seo-hyeon had reliable rat and bird. I rubbed my face.
“…I was a bit angry that making textbooks was for that reason, but I roughly understand what you want to say. That we need rules too. I’m a bit angry that it’s right after I asked to properly step up, but…”
Han Seo-hyeon who said that sighed deeply.
“Do as you wish, Boss.”
“I-is that okay?”
“As Song-jin hyung said, you’re our organization’s standard. If that’s what you want, I’m fine with it too.”
Han Seo-hyeon who said that looked into my eyes and added:
“And I don’t think you used me. If we put it that way, I’m using you too. I came to you because I couldn’t possibly get revenge for my brother alone. So you don’t need to feel sorry for me.”
My heart fluttered at those words. I was a bit angry when I found out he eavesdropped, but how can I complain when he moves me like this?
—That’s right, if you had opened up earlier normally, he wouldn’t have secretly eavesdropped on you!
‘I think he would have eavesdropped anyway.’
—…Well, he might have if it’s him.
Han Seo-hyeon who checked on Kim Jae-ho fidgeting beside him said to me:
“And if you’re curious about our thoughts, you can just ask.”
“But…”
I bit my lip looking at Kim Jae-ho who tilted his head looking at me at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.
“It’s a hundred times better to just ask than to assume on your own.”
Han Seo-hyeon urged me:
“Should we leave if you’re a bit uncomfortable because we’re here?”
“No, there’s no need for that.”
“Or are you going to dig a hole alone again, wondering if you’re being a nuisance to us? If you’re exploiting us?”
My heart was stabbed again at Han Seo-hyeon’s words.
It seemed like our atmosphere was pretty good until just now. How did it change so suddenly?
—He must be that frustrated with your hesitation.
Han Seo-hyeon seemed to want to drive out all the guilt remaining in my heart.
“Just ask Jae-ho hyung if you’re curious about something.”
At Han Seo-hyeon’s words, Kim Jae-ho quickly raised his head.
“Do you have something you want to ask me? Ask quickly.”
There wasn’t a hint of seriousness on Kim Jae-ho’s face as he fidgeted, wanting to go watch animation. Seeing Kim Jae-ho’s sparkling eyes, my mouth wouldn’t open.
When I first met Kim Jae-ho, it was around when I had just completed my third year under Seol Rok-jin.
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As I was preparing to leave work, Seol Rok-jin said there was somewhere we needed to go together.
At a time approaching 9 PM, somewhere to go together? I frowned at Seol Rok-jin’s words.
I was annoyed at having to work overtime when I was about to leave, but also because unpleasant things always followed when Seol Rok-jin dragged me out at night like this.
But did I have any right to refuse?
I forced a smile and went down to the underground parking lot with Seol Rok-jin where the car was parked. Seol Rok-jin said with a smiling face to the driver who was preparing to drive:
“Mr. Kim, you can leave early today.”
“Yes, thank you.”
Seeing him send the driver away, it didn’t seem to be a work entertainment event. Something he had to go to alone with me at this late hour. What on earth was he trying to do?
It was my job to take the wheel in place of the driver who had left.
Somehow he told me to get a driver’s license, and now he was using me efficiently.
I entered the address Seol Rok-jin gave me directly into the navigation.
Fortunately, I guess. The place Seol Rok-jin gave was the address of a building in the center of Seoul. I thought we were going to some mountain to bury someone again.
“I’ll turn on the radio.”
I said that and turned on the radio. This was my way of rebelling, saying I’ll drive listening to music now, so don’t talk to me as much as possible.
And Seol Rok-jin accepted my rebellion. I knew this was Seol Rok-jin’s not-so-funny way of being considerate.
Well, he didn’t even let Mr. Kim play classical albums, let alone radio with popular songs playing when he was driving.
I had deliberately made and played a girl group playlist that Seol Rok-jin would hate. I stopped because he forcibly gave me fan meeting tickets…
I thought I would die of embarrassment then. He wouldn’t listen even when I said I didn’t want to go. Giving me a new suit as a gift and telling me to go to the fan meeting, people all whispering while looking at me… Just thinking about it still made me kick off my blanket in my sleep from embarrassment.
With my tension eased, I tapped the steering wheel and hummed along to the popular song flowing from the radio.
As I listened to someone’s story and popular songs flowing from the radio, the car reached its destination before I knew it.
“We’ve arrived.”
At my words, Seol Rok-jin looked straight at my face and said:
“Yi-sin-ah, surely you’re not thinking of sending me alone at this late hour?”
Ha, at those words I let out a laugh without realizing.
Who could harm you? Though I failed at managing my expression, I managed to swallow the words that almost came out unconsciously.
“Of course not. I should go with you.”
After saying that, I quickly got out of the driver’s seat and opened the door for Seol Rok-jin. Only then did Seol Rok-jin step out of the car with graceful movements.
He’s quite the prince.
Seol Rok-jin moved his steps without hesitation into the building where all the lights seemed to be off as everyone had already left. I, who glanced at people passing by, also quickly moved my steps following Seol Rok-jin.
Because I knew there was no need to worry about witnesses when doing things with Seol Rok-jin anyway.
Click, click. Seol Rok-jin’s shoes echoed on the floor.
The inside of the building where everyone had left work was eerily desolate.
‘Come to think of it, I feel like I’ve seen this place somewhere before…’
This building was particularly familiar to me who had started watching the news I used to have no interest in every day while under Seol Rok-jin. If I had known this would happen, I should have watched more carefully. Since I only watched roughly, I couldn’t remember the details accurately.
As I was thinking I should have checked the sign attached before entering the building, the elevator arrived.
Seol Rok-jin graciously pressed the elevator button himself.
13th floor, I narrowed my eyes at the floor number Seol Rok-jin pressed and asked:
“So why did you come here today?”
“Why are you ruining the fun in front of a surprise?”
“Well, I don’t really like surprises.”
Especially ones you give.
“You know, I prefer being told in advance what I’ll be given. No, I prefer being asked in advance what I need.”
At my words, Seol Rok-jin’s smile deepened.
“But you’ll quite like this one.”
Chills ran down my spine at those words. When Seol Rok-jin said things like this, really shitty things happened.
What day was it today?
My birthday… was last month. When he suddenly told me to learn Chinese was three months ago…
Ding.
My complicated thoughts weren’t sorted out at all, but sadly, the elevator arrived at its destination. I moved my steps following Seol Rok-jin. All the lights were off here too.
Even if everyone had left work, is it normal for it to be so dark you can’t see an inch in front of you? Aren’t emergency exits usually lit at least?
Moreover, an inexplicable chill clung to my body as we moved further into the corridor.
I shivered momentarily at the instinctive fear.
How far had we moved?
My nose detected something strange faster than my eyes.
I stopped abruptly at the fishy smell of blood I had smelled countless times before.
“What are you doing, Yi-sin-ah? Hurry and come.”
Seol Rok-jin’s figure reflected in the moonlight flowing in from the window looked like a devil. His face was as plausible as one you’d see in a religious painting, but I know the essence steeped inside.
But I had no choice, and I moved my steps as Seol Rok-jin led.
Of all days, today was a full moon. At first I couldn’t see an inch in front of me, but soon the moonlight seeping in through the large window began to brighten my field of vision.
The smell of blood I had smelled wasn’t a mistake.
I frowned at the smell of blood that began to thicken with every step. And the moment I finally found the source of this blood smell, I bit my lip hard.
“Ugh.”
The scene revealed before my eyes was miserable enough to disgust even me who had become used to such things. At least over ten people had their bodies torn to shreds and were dead with their heads buried in their desks.
The scene was so unreal, it was like watching a scene from a movie or looking at a painting mocking reality.
It was a scene that could be titled something like ‘Death of Office Workers’.
People who died with their heads buried in the very place they worked, without being able to resist.
I covered my mouth at the bloodstains pooled under their desks.
What I fear is not the unknown someone who created this miserable scene. It was Seol Rok-jin smiling brightly beside me.
“What on earth…”
I closed my mouth as I was about to ask what was here. Seol Rok-jin’s pupils were glowing yellow. It means something is here. And it also means Seol Rok-jin is controlling that something right now.
Slowly, a shadow rose in front of Seol Rok-jin.
The appearance of the thing that emerged from the shadow was horrific.
Its whole body was soaked in blood, and it was so dirty you couldn’t tell when it had last been washed. The face hidden by long, thick grown hair was indistinguishable whether it was a woman or a man. The body revealed between the black clothes was all covered in scars, and the nails on the hands stained with blood and grime had all grown long like an animal’s.
“Where is your trainer?”
At Seol Rok-jin’s question, the man only made a sound like scratching his throat without any answer.
“Ah, right. I forgot you can’t speak. This is why it’s inconvenient.”
Seol Rok-jin who tapped his chin with his finger resting on it ordered the man again.
“Bring what was your trainer.”
At those words, the man melted into the shadows again. I gritted my teeth behind Seol Rok-jin. Trainer, what does that mean? I had no time to ask.
Splat. Pieces of a corpse fell from the ceiling.
Thanks to that, blood splattered on Seol Rok-jin’s face.
Seol Rok-jin frowned and wiped the bloodstains with his finger.
“I really don’t like you.”
I was terrified that Seol Rok-jin would kill that guy right away, but fortunately, Seol Rok-jin didn’t punish him.
“But you did well this time.”
He even praised the guy. The guy didn’t move at all even at that praise. As if not expecting an answer, Seol Rok-jin soon turned his gaze elsewhere. Seol Rok-jin clicked his tongue looking at the shattered corpse.
“What didn’t you like this time? I’m sure I ordered you not to harm the trainer…”
The man growled at Seol Rok-jin’s words. Seol Rok-jin who narrowed his eyes soon let out a light exclamation, ‘Ah,’ and said:
“I forgot, did I not say not to kill the trainer?”
As if answering that, the man nodded.
My brain would melt first if I tried to follow this incomprehensible conversation.
“What is all this?”
I tapped Seol Rok-jin’s shoulder and asked. Seol Rok-jin opened his mouth looking at me as if he just remembered I was there.
“Right, Yi-sin was here.”
It’s an obvious lie. There’s no way he forgot about me. He must have brought me to show me all this scenery in the first place.
I tried to deny the thoughts that came to mind.
“Say hello, Yi-sin. This is, well, let’s call him a dog.”
“…A dog?”
Technically, aren’t I Seol Rok-jin’s ‘dog’ too? But that side is a ‘dog’ too? As if reading my inner thoughts, Seol Rok-jin said:
“Technically, you’re my pet dog. That side is a hunting dog.”
“…I see.”
There’s even such a distinction? I almost sneered asking how many dogs he’s raising. I barely held onto my reason.
“So.”
“As you can see, an unfortunate accident happened here. See? The trainer who was taking care of my dog ended up like that?”
Is all the people who worked here being killed by that guy not even in the category of unfortunate accidents? I tried to answer Seol Rok-jin’s words:
“…Seeing how he ended up like that from the dog he was taking care of, he seems like a terrible trainer.”
Seol Rok-jin, who had a puzzled expression for a moment at my words, soon burst out laughing.
“Haha, that’s right. He was a terribly incompetent guy. I’m sure I told him not to lay hands on my dog, but it seems he did as he pleased. Of course, as you can see too, that dog is much stupider than you. I, um, messed with various things to make him obedient.”
Ah, so he means he became a complete idiot.
“So he must have been frustrated, but even so. To be bitten by the dog he was raising, doesn’t he deserve to die?”
“So.”
I wanted to answer nonchalantly, but my hands were already trembling finely. Because I roughly knew why Seol Rok-jin deliberately brought me here and showed me that dog.
And because I hated that so much…
I looked at Seol Rok-jin hoping desperately it wasn’t true, but Seol Rok-jin trampled on my desperate wish as expected.
“So, Yi-sin-ah, want to raise a dog?”
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I doubted my ears at Seol Rok-jin’s words.
If it was really raising a dog, I would have welcomed even ten of them, but what was in front of my eyes wasn’t a cute, chubby puppy, but a person.
And not just any person, but one who created this horrific scene, even turning his trainer into that state. He’s telling me to take care of such a guy?
It’s not surprising that Seol Rok-jin treats people like dogs, but to try to dump such a guy on me.
“Why me…”
“Well, because there’s no one I trust as much as you?”
I was dumbfounded at those words.
In the first place, trust has no value to someone who can brainwash anyone they catch. What meaning does ‘trust’ have to someone who can make anyone do what they want with a single word?
I would be the only person in this world Seol Rok-jin can’t trust, yet he says such things.
If he was just dumping that guy on me purely to torment me, I would have understood. But twisting his words like this just made me angry.
“You said I’m a dog, so how can you entrust a dog to a dog?”
I knew the result was already decided no matter how I rebelled like this, but I didn’t want to just nod my head obediently.
Seol Rok-jin continued speaking in a gentle voice as if soothing me:
“Someone said the best way to train a dog with bad habits is to put it next to a well-mannered dog.”
“Who says such nonsense?”
At my words, Seol Rok-jin said:
“Are you afraid that guy will bite you?”
No, what I fear is your ulterior motive in entrusting that guy to me.
“If you really don’t want to, there’s nothing I can do.”
I hurriedly said to Seol Rok-jin who spoke like that:
“Who said I don’t want to? I just asked because I was curious.”
Because it was obvious what kind of action he would take if he spoke like that.
[Oh, really? Then I have no choice but to kill this dog who lost his trainer.]
He would have definitely said that and killed that guy in front of me.
Though I’ve seen countless deaths until now, the sight of someone dying before my eyes was still horrific.
Even in a situation where he’s being used as a tool to kill people by someone, he might still think he wants to live more… Anyway, I have no intention of just watching him be killed.
The problem is…
“So how am I supposed to take care of that guy?”
That’s what I’m asking, how am I supposed to raise him?
“It’s simple.”
Seol Rok-jin’s pupils began to glow yellow again. The guy’s body that had been still began to move. The guy who moved as Seol Rok-jin controlled him knelt down and began rummaging through the corpse of the trainer he had killed.
I turned my gaze elsewhere at the nauseating scene.
The guy who pulled out something soaked in blood from there approached me holding it.
Something metal about two finger joints long was glistening, soaked in flesh and blood. Looking at the object in the guy’s hand, I asked Seol Rok-jin:
“Wh-what is this?”
“Take it.”
At Seol Rok-jin’s order, I had no choice but to raise my palm up. The guy dropped something soaked in blood onto my hand.
“Ugh.”
My face wrinkled involuntarily at the damp sensation touching my hand.
“So what is this?”
“As you can see, it’s a whistle.”
I can’t tell at all even looking at it. And a whistle? Are you telling me to clean this blood-soaked thing and use it again? If it was just soaked in blood that’s one thing, but to use something with someone else’s flesh stuck to it?
I don’t want to put it in my mouth even if I die.
“I’d like to give you something else if I could, but it’s specially made so there’s only that one.”
“Specially made, is this thing an artifact?”
“No, but it is a product that makes a special sound. Because I set that as the trigger. Changing the trigger is quite a difficult task…”
A difficult task for Seol Rok-jin?
“That guy’s brain might go boom and explode.”
Ah, so he meant it’s difficult for that side to endure. I took out tissues placed on the desk and wrapped the whistle. I wanted to just throw it away right away, but there must be a reason why Seol Rok-jin specifically took out this whistle from that corpse and handed it to me.
“So how do I use this?”
“It’s simple. Blow it and give orders to that guy. The orders must be concise and clear. As you can see, that guy is very stupid.”
Isn’t it deceitful for the person who messed with that guy’s head and made him stupid to say such things? It’s all because of you that that guy became like that!
Moreover…
“If I can control this guy with this whistle, why did the trainer end up like that?”
“I told you. Orders must be concise and clear. That’s not advice. For example, if you blow the whistle and order to kill ‘everyone’ in this room…”
“Damn it.”
Do you mean he ended up like that because the ‘everyone’ included himself who gave the order? Seol Rok-jin smiled at me.
“Don’t worry. That guy won’t harm you no matter what happens.”
Ridiculously, these words didn’t feel like a lie. Seol Rok-jin won’t allow that guy to kill me. He didn’t raise me so preciously just to let me die to such a guy.
I don’t know what his scheme is, but since I’ve been entrusted with that guy whether I like it or not, I have no choice but to do my best.
“What’s that guy’s name?”
At my question, Seol Rok-jin said:
“He doesn’t need a name.”
“What?”
I asked back like an idiot at those words.
What on earth does that mean?
“We’re not sentimental people who give names to tools.”
Seol Rok-jin slowly opened his mouth at my face that still couldn’t understand:
“No one names tissues they use to blow their nose and throw away.”
I gritted my teeth at Seol Rok-jin’s words.
‘This is even worse treatment than a dog.’
Seol Rok-jin looked at me and said:
“So don’t give him too much affection. He’s a hunting dog, so it would be troublesome if he develops bad habits.”
* * *
I took that guy to my house.
I didn’t have to worry about the car getting dirty. The guy’s ability was to melt into shadows after all.
As soon as Seol Rok-jin’s order ended, the guy hid into my shadow, and I headed home with an uneasy feeling. When I arrived home, I reluctantly cleaned the whistle thoroughly first.
I really don’t want to use it, but since I’ve received it, I should keep it safe.
I shifted my gaze towards my shadow.
Though I saw with my own eyes this person entering this shadow, I couldn’t believe that big guy had gone in there.
“Hey, come out.”
Anyone watching would think I’m crazy.
The person inside didn’t come out even at my order. I guess he doesn’t come out to just orders without the whistle.
I whispered towards the shadow:
“Let’s wash up and sleep. You want to rest comfortably too, right?”
At my words, a head popped out of the shadow.
“Ah, shit! Y-you startled me!”
I who had fallen back halfway opened my mouth wide seeing the guy popping out of the shadow. The problem was that the guy was completely soaked in blood now, and blood began dripping onto the floor as soon as he came out.
“Damn…”
I opened my mouth seeing the half-congealed sticky blood dirtying my living room floor.
Of course there’s a cleaning lady who cleans here, but I can’t have her clean that.
“Go back in! Go back in!”
I quickly shouted. I gestured towards the guy looking at me with a stupid face, but he was immovable.
Whether he likes breathing outside air after a long time, or what.
“J-just go back in for now!”
The guy didn’t budge at my order. I fiddled with the whistle. Damn it, do I have to use this?
“Please listen to me. I don’t want to use this.”
Seol Rok-jin said he was using this whistle sound as the guy’s trigger. Keeping him circling back to the situation when he was brainwashed.
He made a kind of remote control so that people other than Seol Rok-jin could give orders to others like Seol Rok-jin.
So I didn’t want to use this if possible. I didn’t want to use it just to ask him to go back into the shadow unless an unavoidable situation arose.
“You don’t want to hear this sound either, right?”
At my words, the guy’s head slowly went down. As if looking at the whistle in my hand.
Since his face was completely covered by hair, I couldn’t tell what expression he was making. Surely he’s not trying to pounce on me too?
My fingertips trembled. Though Seol Rok-jin said that guy wouldn’t attack me, I couldn’t help but be scared after watching what that guy had done.
Fortunately, the guy listened to my words and melted back into the shadow.
‘Phew.’
I headed to the bathroom and spoke to the guy again:
“You can come out now.”
The guy slightly came out of the shadow again. Now it’s the bathroom so it doesn’t matter if it gets dirty! I said to the guy:
“Wash up thoroughly. I’ll bring you clothes to change into soon.”
By the way, do I have clothes that fit that guy? I didn’t think I was short, but seeing the guy who looked a head taller than me made me feel deflated. He’s not just tall, but his build is impressive too…
The clothes Seol Rok-jin bought me saying it was embarrassing to go around together all fit my body perfectly, so I had nothing suitable to dress that guy in.
But if I search well, there should be at least one.
“Shampoo and body wash are all there, and towels are in this cabinet, so wipe yourself dry and come out after washing.”
I was about to close the door after saying that, but the guy didn’t budge even at my words.
“Don’t tell me you’re rebelling because you don’t want to wash?”
No matter how much you hate washing, come on! Does he want to walk around our house in that state?
“Absolutely not. Wash thoroughly and come out.”
The guy just stood still even at my words.
“Haah…”
Only then did I think maybe the guy wasn’t simply rebelling.
“Don’t tell me you don’t even know how to wash?”
Now that I look closely, it’s not just that he’s dirty from being soaked in blood, but it seems like layers of grime have built up from not washing for a long time. Well, that explains this terrible smell.
“Ugh…”
I looked at the guy with disgust. Especially the matted hair where blood and grease were stuck together was the worst.
I don’t know what kind of person the previous trainer was, but it’s clear he had no interest in washing this guy.
But unfortunately, I brought this guy into my house, and I had no intention of leaving such contaminants in my house.
“Damn it.”
Let’s think of it as volunteering at a nursing home. I went with Seol Rok-jin once before, right? Yeah, let’s do it like then.
I grabbed the shower hose and said gravely:
“Take it off.”
The guy’s body flinched at my words.
“I-I don’t want to see your naked body either! But you have to take your clothes off to wash!”
But the guy again didn’t budge even at my words.
“Haah…”
Is there no choice? I should at least wipe off the blood for now. I grabbed the shower hose and turned on the water to check the temperature. After the water became moderately warm, I sprayed water on the guy.
The guy just stood still and took the water I sprayed.
“This feels like water torture.”
The guy silently took all the water I sprayed. I approached the guy who was drooping wet from the water. Just as I was about to touch him to take off his dirty clothes, the guy avoided my hand and slipped right into the shadow.
“Come out! You need to finish washing!”
That day, I shouted until my throat was hoarse, but in the end I failed to drag that guy out.
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The next day when I woke up, I had to swallow my curses seeing the state of the house.
From the living room to the kitchen, to the bathroom. I put my hand to my forehead at the blood stains dripping along the path the guy had moved. While I was sleeping, he must have come out of the shadow and walked around, as the surroundings were a mess.
“Just what…”
From blood stains dried here and there, to ransacked household goods. I buried my face in my palms at the house that looked no different from a murder scene.
As expected, falling asleep just leaving that guy be yesterday was the worst choice.
“Haah…”
I sent a text message to the cleaning lady. With her timid personality, she’d faint right away seeing our house in this state. Though the thought of cleaning this alone made my head spin, there was no choice.
The problem is my work hours are approaching soon.
“Where are you?”
I looked around everywhere for the guy, but he was nowhere to be seen, hidden somewhere.
Irritation surged to the tips of my hair.
“Hoo…”
I exhaled and composed myself. Getting angry in this situation would only be my loss. Right, he’s like a beast. His head is a mess from Seol Rok-jin. Right, this can happen. He can make my house a mess…
“Come out right now!”
But the moment I saw the messy state of the house, my mind control failed miserably.
I rummaged around everywhere looking for spaces the guy could enter.
“Are you here!”
I shouted like that every time I found a shadowy space, but of course, the guy didn’t come out.
After going around everywhere shouting like that, my energy was completely drained.
‘Right, what’s the use of getting angry like this.’
I sat down and rubbed my face. The reason that guy behaves like this is all because of Seol Rok-jin. He may have succeeded in turning him into a killing machine, but he messed up his head so he can’t live a proper life.
It would have been nice if he at least made it so he could communicate.
I glanced at the clock. I jumped up from my seat as the time was approaching 8 o’clock before I knew it.
Though no one would say anything if I was late, I felt uncomfortable as the work hours approached.
‘No, wait. Isn’t it strange to go to work in this situation?’
I overlooked it yesterday because I was flustered, but normally you wouldn’t go to work with something like that, right?
What if that guy suddenly pops out while working?
‘Oh my! Mr. Lee! Th-there’s something dark attached behind you, Mr. Lee?’
‘Huh? What? I don’t see anything?’
‘Eeeek!’
It might be fun to tease people like that… but that’s too optimistic a thought, right?
No matter how much of a bad taste Seol Rok-jin has for tormenting me, he wouldn’t tell me to come to work with something like that.
Still, I had to check.
[Yes, what is it?]
I explained the situation to Seol Rok-jin. Roughly how the guy had made a mess of my house, how he damn well couldn’t be controlled properly. So now I’m continuing to play hide and seek with that damn guy.
Seol Rok-jin coldly asked at my words:
[…He didn’t listen to you even when you blew the whistle?]
Oops. I forgot I had an all-purpose item.
“They say snakes come out if you blow a flute at night. So I didn’t use it.”
Before Seol Rok-jin could ask anything more, I hurriedly changed the subject.
“By the way, I was wondering if I should go to work with this guy, no, how can I go to work with such a guy in the first place?”
[Hmm.]
I focused on every breath of Seol Rok-jin coming through the phone. I hope he goes along with how I changed the subject. Fortunately, Seol Rok-jin answered my question instead of pressing about the whistle.
[You have a week’s vacation.]
“W-wait. A week?”
It was good that he was giving me a vacation, but the problem was the duration. Leaving that guy with me and giving me a week’s vacation…
“Are you telling me to keep that guy for a week?”
[Should I extend it to a month?]
“…No.”
Even if I don’t have much work to do at the company, to give me a week off to take care of a dog? I sighed looking at the messy state of the house. Well, I do need time to clean up this mess.
[Don’t worry. I’m in the process of finding a trainer. I’m choosing a good one so this doesn’t happen again.]
He says that, but there’s no way he’ll choose a proper person. The week’s time is probably time to consider who it would be fun to pass that guy onto.
While he could grab anyone right away and entrust that guy if he wanted…
[Be patient even if you’re bored.]
I looked around the messy house and said:
“I don’t think I’ll have time to be bored at all.”
That was the end of the call.
Though I got a week’s vacation, I wasn’t happy at all.
Let’s eat first for now.
Fortunately, there was rice the cleaning lady had made and left yesterday in the refrigerator. I just need to heat it up and eat.
After pondering for a moment, I took out another rice bowl. Though he doesn’t have a single pretty aspect, I can’t let him starve. After setting the table, I shouted into the air:
“Come out! Eat!”
The guy appeared from somewhere.
“Haah.”
He was nowhere to be seen when I was looking, but now. I sighed watching the guy bury his head in the rice bowl without even chopsticks. Seeing him scoop rice with his dirty hands made my appetite plummet.
The guy disappeared somewhere again as soon as he finished eating.
“Ugh!”
Hateful bastard!
Seol Rok-jin warned me not to give affection to that guy, but seeing that sight, there was no need to worry about that. What affection! I only hated him enough to throw him out right away.
After finishing my meal roughly, eating some and leaving some, I headed to the living room.
“Haah.”
Seeing the piled up housework, I wanted to leave the house.
But I couldn’t run away.
I turned on the TV in the living room. I planned to clean while listening to the news. As I was wiping the blood stains stuck to the floor while listening to the news like that:
「Breaking news: Large-scale murder case occurs at ‘Gentry Pharmaceuticals’ headquarters building」
At the news coming from the TV, I realized the identity of the sense of déjà vu I felt from the building I saw yesterday.
The news was showing the building I had visited with Seol Rok-jin yesterday. With the building surrounded by yellow police lines in the background, the announcer calmly delivered the news.
Gentry Pharmaceuticals was just an ordinary pharmaceutical company that hadn’t received anyone’s attention until this year. But everything changed with a shocking announcement this year.
What they developed was a drug that could temporarily neutralize awakened people’s abilities.
Of course, not just South Korea, but the whole world was in an uproar.
Until now, the most popularized method of blocking awakened abilities was to make the subject wear an artifact.
However, this method had quite a few drawbacks.
First, the inconvenience of wearing, or having to make someone wear, an artifact.
I heard there were quite a few cases of people getting injured while trying to make criminals wear artifacts. Since their abilities would be sealed if they wore an artifact, criminals desperately tried to avoid wearing artifacts.
The second drawback is the cost of the artifact itself. Thinking about it, it was natural. How could artifacts that restrain awakened bodies and even block abilities not be expensive?
The identification tag I wore around my neck until I met Seol Rok-jin didn’t block abilities. Its only role was to detect the use of abilities and immediately notify my location to nearby awakened crime prevention departments.
Though Seol Rok-jin makes a fuss to people about how dangerous awakened are, it means the leashes actually put on those dangerous awakened were all ineffective.
But the drug developed by Gentry Pharmaceuticals was different. They said just one injection could block abilities for about 2 months.
Unfortunately, it’s useless for high-grade awakeners, but they said it could almost completely block the talents of C-grade and below awakeners.
Of course, what people immediately think of are criminals in prisons. Or released criminals. They were happy that a means to effectively control them had been created.
The public thought awakeners wouldn’t welcome the appearance of this drug, but that was only half right. While there were people who worried about the potential for abuse of this drug, those who wore identification tags all welcomed the appearance of this drug.
Why?
For people like me who couldn’t become hunters and wore identification tags, their talent was no different from shackles.
Anyway, as long as they can’t become hunters, there are few awakeners who can freely use their abilities. That’s because the government strictly prohibits awakeners from using their abilities.
Especially in the case of mental awakeners with high potential for abuse, wearing identification tags in places visible to everyone is mandatory, and on days when they accidentally use their abilities, they are immediately dragged to the awakener crime prevention department and interrogated about why and for what purpose they used their abilities at that time. If you move magic power even by mistake, you suffer that fate, so you might as well get an injection once every 2 months.
If asked whether they want to be treated as potential criminals wearing electronic collars around their necks, or get injections, most would choose injections unless they have a disease that would kill them if injected.
Just by removing the identification tag, they could escape people’s cold gazes.
So for awakeners who couldn’t become hunters, the news of that drug’s development was good news that made them expect a better future.
But that expectation also ended with that murder case.
I put down the rag and focused on the news.
「Though the culprit cannot be specified yet, judging from the traces left at the scene and the cruelty of the crime, it is presumed to be the work of an awakener…」
I clicked my tongue softly at the announcer’s words.
Why on earth do they say it’s presumed to be the work of an awakener based on the cruelty of the crime? Not all awakeners have cruel personalities.
Well, there’s nothing to feel wronged about. This incident was certainly a murder committed by an awakener.
The reason Seol Rok-jin committed terrorism at that company is obvious.
If such drugs become commercialized, and if the law changes so that awakeners can be controlled just by getting injections instead of wearing identification tags, it could shake the notion of ‘awakeners are dangerous’ that he’s built up so far.
To crush awakened people’s hope using awakeners. He really has bad taste.
Before I knew it, that guy was sitting next to me. I couldn’t pretend not to notice because of the unbearable stench wafting from beside me.
I stared at the guy.
Does this guy really know what he’s done? Of course, I already knew that this guy doesn’t have any intelligence left to think properly.
But still, the guy staring blankly at the news seemed as if he was regretting his actions, so I couldn’t take my eyes off him for some reason.
Right, even without intelligence, couldn’t he at least think about whether he dislikes or likes his actions?
“…What you did there yesterday. Did you not want to do it?”
The guy didn’t say anything at my question. He just turned his head and stared at me once again.
“Well, nevermind.”
I didn’t expect an answer anyway. I don’t even know if he’s in a state where he can speak in the first place. Even if I got an answer saying he didn’t like it to my question, I think I would have felt uneasy.
It’s not like I can save that guy, so what’s the use of getting into his heart?
“By the way, can’t you wash up today? I feel like my nose is going numb.”
At my desperate request, the guy immediately hid in the shadows.
“Damn it.”
I cursed and picked up the rag again.
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The murder case at Gentry Pharmaceuticals turned the world upside down. While people chased after a formless culprit, Seol Rok-jin moved busier than anyone else in the shadows.
I thought the reason Seol Rok-jin dealt with all the people at Gentry Pharmaceuticals was to completely bury the drug the pharmaceutical company was developing from this world.
Though it was receiving attention from many people, if they burst a few news stories like ‘A drug that was ineffective anyway’, ‘A secret hidden in a collapsed small and medium pharmaceutical company’, expectations for that drug would turn to disappointment, and disappointment would soon lead to indifference.
They say you can recite poetry after three years, so there were things you learn after spending about three years by the side of someone like Seol Rok-jin.
But Seol Rok-jin had an even grander plan.
At my question asking if it wasn’t a waste to get rid of the company like that, Seol Rok-jin said:
[Did you think it was a waste?]
“Well, yes. It’s a drug that seems like it could be used anywhere if you just make it.”
I thought someone like Seol Rok-jin could find a way to use it for something else even if not specifically ‘for’ awakened people.
[That’s right.]
“Huh? Didn’t you kill those people to prevent that drug from coming out into the world?”
At my question, Seol Rok-jin said:
[No, I got rid of them because they refused to negotiate.]
“Negotiate?”
[Yes. They were going to sell such a dangerous drug to anyone.]
Seol Rok-jin slowly told me the reason why they had to die.
The president of Gentry Pharmaceuticals wanted to make the drug cheaply available anywhere for awakeners.
Freedom from identification tags.
And freedom to live as ordinary people, not awakeners.
The goal of Gentry Pharmaceuticals’ president was incomparably altruistic. If he had been a person blinded by money, there might have been a possibility of surviving through negotiations with Seol Rok-jin, but he was too good of a person.
The reason he developed this drug was solely because of his daughter. His daughter was a mental awakener, and like mental awakeners usually do, she received sharp gazes from others her whole life.
After being rejected from entering the academy due to her low grade and entering a regular school, she was severely bullied for being awakener.
His goal in developing the drug was only one.
To prevent victims like his daughter from appearing again.
But that goal absolutely needed cooperation from the National Assembly. Even if the drug was released to the market, if the National Assembly didn’t pass related legislation, people would still have to wear identification tags, so the positive effects they were trying to achieve with the drug would be useless.
The president of Gentry Pharmaceuticals was too naive. She, a scientist who had only made drugs her whole life, was too ignorant of how the world works.
So she must have directly visited Seol Rok-jin to explain her drug, explain the repercussions it would bring, and ask for support for the legislation.
Not knowing that those words were putting a noose around her own neck.
[Unfortunately that company went bankrupt, but that technology won’t be buried. Luckily, there’s a survivor who lived thanks to leaving work early.]
And that survivor, he said, is scheduled to be scouted by Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals operated by Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s son. Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals will promise unconditional cooperation to the government. To be precise, not to the government, but to Seol Rok-jin.
Only Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk and Seol Rok-jin benefited from this incident.
Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s mouth that already gaped open just seeing Seol Rok-jin might now stretch all the way to his temples.
‘Ugh…’
I shuddered imagining Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk’s broadly smiling face.
“By the way, if Hyeonmu Pharmaceuticals produces that drug, um, what will happen from now on? You said they won’t use that drug on just anyone.”
[The government will only use that drug on criminals.]
Seol Rok-jin’s words made it certain. The drug won’t be distributed to the general public.
The public won’t accept that drug positively, and mental awakeners won’t throw away their identification tags.
The wish of a mother who dreamed of her daughter’s freedom has crumbled like this.
The desperate wish of those who hated their talent and wanted to receive ‘treatment’ even was also trampled by the greed of those in power.
[By the way, it seems taking care of the dog is quite doable?]
Seol Rok-jin’s words pulled me out of my thoughts.
“…No. So please find that trainer person quickly.”
At my grumbling, Seol Rok-jin said with a smile:
[Alright, so take good care of that guy. But don’t…]
“Don’t give him too much affection? I got it, I got it.”
I grumbled and hung up the phone.
Getting attached, I got plenty of bruises.
Today I finally succeeded in washing him.
I pressed my burst lip with my tongue. His resistance was fiercer than expected.
‘I thought you said he can’t harm me.’
Still, seeing the shattered bathtub and sink, he did hit me gently in his own way. The problem is that his gentle hitting was to this degree.
“Urgh.”
I got up from my seat groaning.
Though he washed, he was still dirty. His hair was still full of dandruff and grease, I couldn’t even remove the dirt stuck like fossils between his nails, and I couldn’t properly change him into clean clothes.
But it was much better than before. Though I still want to scrub him about five more times.
“Hey.”
I looked at the guy crammed into a corner with a gloomy face and said:
“You don’t have to act like the world has ended, you know? You too, huh? Don’t you feel good after washing clean?”
At my words, the guy buried his head further between his knees. Tsk, why does he need to act like he lost something huge like that? This is all for everyone’s benefit including his and my nose.
“Should I give you something delicious? What was it, chocolate chips? Chocolate chips?”
I chuckled seeing the guy turning his head at my words.
It seemed like I roughly learned how to handle him over the past few days.
* * *
Seol Rok-jin said a week, but it was actually after two weeks that he brought the so-called trainer.
I quietly glared at Seol Rok-jin.
“Sorry, I was a bit busy.”
He certainly looked very busy dealing with the Gentry Pharmaceuticals incident. I narrowed my eyes and looked at the man behind Seol Rok-jin.
The newly hired trainer looked quite inadequate to take care of this guy.
The hardships I went through over the past two weeks are beyond words.
First, there’s hardly any intact furniture left in my house. It’s almost at the level of ruins. I had to swallow tears of blood seeing the furniture that all got broken or damaged through big and small scuffles with the guy during that time.
The experience of doing housework myself because I couldn’t call the cleaning lady wasn’t very pleasant either.
Though I figured out how to lure him with food, that alone wasn’t enough to control him. Rather, after luring him with food was the worst.
He ate all the hidden snacks in a day and got an upset stomach and threw up everywhere… Ugh, let’s stop thinking about that. I feel like I’m going to throw up what I ate again.
Still, I felt strange thinking about parting now. Just when I thought I was finally getting attac… no, just when I thought I finally figured out how to properly handle this guy.
I opened my mouth handing the whistle I was tightly holding to the trainer:
“He’s weak to food, and um, he hates washing but if you fill the bathtub with water and sprinkle bath powder and float a rubber duck, he likes to play in the water? That’s when you can wash him…”
Seol Rok-jin looked at me spouting such words to the trainer with contemptuous eyes.
“Didn’t you say you wouldn’t get attached?”
Who got attached?
“I merely provided appropriate care.”
I was dignified.
I thought this would be the end of my relationship with this guy as I watched his back heading towards the trainer, flinching at Seol Rok-jin’s order.
But that was my misconception.
* * *
It was when I had just redecorated my house that had become a mess after sending that guy away. I was sitting on the sofa sipping cola.
Until my phone rang, I was thinking my life was quite livable.
I frowned as soon as I saw the name appearing on the screen.
Seol Rok-jin’s phone calls in the middle of the night always carried terrible news.
[I told you not to give affection, Yi-sin-ah.]
An ominous feeling crept up my spine at those words coming through the receiver.
“What’s the matter?”
Instead of answering, Seol Rok-jin gave me an address.
I ran towards that address.
A building in a secluded place, and the fishy smell of blood coming from there. It was like the scene I saw not long ago had been moved exactly as it was.
Seol Rok-jin’s face standing among the corpses was cold.
“What happened?”
“The dog killed the trainer again.”
Seol Rok-jin said tilting his head. Now that I looked, that guy was trampled under his feet.
Seol Rok-jin’s toes were pressing down on that guy’s back.
“I asked what the problem was this time…”
Seol Rok-jin looked at me and smiled.
“It seems he quite liked you. This stupid guy thought he’d return to you if he killed his trainer.”
Chills ran down my whole body at those words.
“Director Cheong, you tell him.”
Only then did I realize there was one more person here. It was Director Cheong of the private detective agency Seol Rok-jin uses for miscellaneous tasks.
“Director Cheong is this guy’s owner.”
“Owner?”
I blinked at those words. Wasn’t Seol Rok-jin that guy’s owner? Seol Rok-jin said to me:
“I have no intention of raising two dogs. One is already too much.”
I gaped dumbfounded at those words.
“You said he was ‘my’ dog last time!”
“Did I? I must have been mistaken because it’s been so long since I borrowed that guy from Director Cheong. It happens sometimes, right? When you borrow something from someone and forget to return it, keeping it for so long it feels like your own. It must have been like that.”
I clenched my fist watching Seol Rok-jin spout nonsense so innocently. Well, what’s important now isn’t who that guy’s owner is. It’s what the conclusion of this nonsense is.
“So what do you think, Director Cheong?”
Director Cheong glanced at me, Seol Rok-jin, and the guy struggling under Seol Rok-jin’s feet, then opened his mouth:
“Well, if his habits have gone bad, shouldn’t we correct them…”
“Who? Who should correct those habits?”
“Well, shouldn’t the person who provided the cause correct them?”
Damn it. Is this because of me? As if reading my thoughts, Seol Rok-jin continued:
“Don’t you have any thoughts about him killing the trainer because he wanted to go to you? You’re too much, Sin-ah. Making such an annoyed expression even though a person died because of you.”
“Can’t you just add a condition that he can’t kill the trainer?”
Then there would be no reason for me to take charge of that guy.
“There are dozens of boxes piled up in that guy’s head in a disorganized state right now. Every time a small box is added on top, the probability of that guy’s head exploding increases.”
“You added one simply last time.”
You added the order not to harm me simply, isn’t this all just excuses? At my suspicious gaze, Seol Rok-jin said:
“No, it wasn’t simple.”
It means he implanted the message not to harm me at the risk of that guy’s life.
“I didn’t even treat him that well…”
I made excuses like that, but compared to the inhumane treatment he received, the treatment I gave must have been good.
His complexion certainly improved quite a bit in two weeks.
My head was complicated. Did he really kill the trainer because of me?
“That’s why I told you not to give affection because his habits would go bad, Sin-ah.”
I gulped at Seol Rok-jin’s words. I watched Seol Rok-jin’s expression. At times like this, Seol Rok-jin always scolded me harshly.
“You ruined his habits, so you take responsibility.”
“How?”
“You’ll become that guy’s manager from now on. And turn him back, to how he was before.”
“B-but…”
I wanted to say I didn’t want to, but there was no way to refuse Seol Rok-jin’s words to take responsibility for my actions.
And so I became the guy’s manager.
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That's how I ended up taking charge of that guy.
But I didn't keep him in my house like before. Seol Rok-jin built a separate doghouse for that guy. It was a place you had to drive about forty minutes from our house to reach.
It was good that our house wouldn't get destroyed, but I didn't feel comfortable at all about putting this guy in a poor doghouse halfway up a mountain.
"With all that money, he should spend some."
I frowned at the flickering light bulb. This doghouse built halfway up the mountain was at best a storage shed level.
With concrete walls exposed, and the mattress laid on the floor. Though I had just washed him clean, he became dirty again staying here.
Seol Rok-jin was clearly warning me with this accommodation.
-Don't treat him too well.
Maybe he's aiming for this guy to be disappointed in me by having me treat him harshly again.
Since I ruined his habits by giving affection, take responsibility and fix his habits.
Maybe he plans to praise me saying 'well done' if this guy comes to hate me. I felt bad because Seol Rok-jin's thoughts were too obvious.
I wanted to ignore Seol Rok-jin's thoughts and act my own way.
But it's not me who will pay the price for my actions, but this guy. Knowing that, I couldn't move recklessly.
I treated the guy as coldly as possible, as Seol Rok-jin wanted. But that didn't last long either. Somehow my heart ached every time I saw that guy, so I just couldn't do it.
I visited there occasionally to take care of the guy. Though I say take care of him, it was just feeding him and washing him at most.
That wasn't in a good environment like before either. This damn shed didn't even have hot water. Thanks to that, I secretly brought an artifact to heat the water.
"It's not summer, I can't wash him with cold water in winter, damn it."
I couldn't understand why I was going through all this trouble when I had my house with boiling hot water.
I lamented to the guy:
"So why did you kill the trainer? Now it's awkward to treat you well. The better I treat you, the worse your treatment becomes, you know."
Whether I said such things or not, the guy just stretched his hands out towards me whenever he saw me. As if saying shut up and give me the snacks you hid in your pocket.
I clicked my tongue and handed the coffee candies I brought in my pocket to the guy.
"Eat them sparingly. I can't come for about two weeks because I have an overseas business trip. I have to go to China."
To serve a terrifying woman there. I sat down next to the guy and grumbled for a long time.
"She's a really scary woman, you know? Do you know Red Society? They're the most successful organization in China right now, no, why are all the people who like me such scary people?"
After talking about Xie Haozhu like that for a while, I looked at the guy and said:
"But I feel sorry for her when I see her."
At first I didn't like that the guy didn't speak, but now I preferred that silence. It felt quite nice to have someone who always silently listened to my words.
Giving missions to the guy became my job too.
When I received missions from Seol Rok-jin, I took the guy to the site.
I didn't use the whistle. Because the guy did whatever I asked even without using the whistle. Unless Seol Rok-jin was monitoring, there was no need to use the whistle.
I gave praise and coffee candy the guy liked to him as he walked towards me covered in blood. Then I went to the lodging and scrubbed the guy clean. The guy disliked bath time with me, but he didn't resist like before.
Why? Because there was always an amazing snack time after the bath was over.
For two years after that, the guy and I got along quite well.
Taking care of the guy, which was just annoying at first, became quite alright once I got used to it.
The guy was taciturn, but that made him a good listener. Sometimes I continued talking to that guy as if complaining, and the guy silently listened to all my words. I didn't expect answers. When the guy raised his hand and patted my back as if comforting me, I had to sniffle tears of emotion for a while.
Then a problem arose.
The guy who had never caused trouble until now left evidence at the scene. The guy's appearance was captured on CCTV we didn't know existed, and that video spread on the internet.
Though Seol Rok-jin handled the media at will, even Seol Rok-jin couldn't take back a video released on the internet.
The CCTV with unnecessarily good quality and clearly capturing the moment of the crime was undeniable evidence.
People clamored that the culprit of this incident must be caught.
"No one knows that guy's identity anyway. So..."
"Sin-ah, the election is coming soon."
I froze at Seol Rok-jin's words.
"How can they trust a government, a ruling party that can't even catch a criminal whose face is so clearly captured, hm?"
Seol Rok-jin was aiming for the next presidential election. His goal was to put up the candidate he wanted in this presidential election, and then become president himself following that person.
For such an important incident to happen at such an important time.
"B-but there's no need to kill him, right? We could have someone else pretend to be that guy instead..."
"Why?"
Seol Rok-jin who cut off my words asked:
"Why should I go through all that trouble for that guy?"
I forcefully turned my unmoving head at those words. How could I persuade Seol Rok-jin? How could I save that guy? What came to mind as I racked my brains was what Seol Rok-jin had said to me.
"You said dogs can be forgiven even if they make mistakes."
Didn't Seol Rok-jin forgive me, his dog, several times with that logic in reality?
I begged Seol Rok-jin:
"So forgive that guy too."
Seol Rok-jin looked at me with cold eyes at my words.
"Well, Sin-ah. That dog isn't my dog?"
"What?"
"Didn't I tell you before? Director Cheong is that dog's owner. I just borrowed that dog from Director Cheong. So it's Director Cheong's job to love that dog, not yours or mine."
My breath caught at those words. It's not our job to love the dog? It's not our dog, so there's no need to love it?
"So why did you love the dog, Sin-ah? It's not even your dog. When you can't take responsibility, why did you give affection?"
"I..."
"You're a dog. Dogs just need to roll over to receive love from their owner. You shouldn't dare sympathize with or give affection to other dogs."
At those words, I realized. The reason Seol Rok-jin entrusted that guy to me. What thoughts he left me and the guy alone for the past 2 years with.
"I..."
Don't give affection wasn't just empty words. Seol Rok-jin had been constantly warning me.
A mere dog, don't love other dogs.
But I ignored that warning and crossed the line, and this was the result.
This incident was just an opportunity. Seol Rok-jin was planning to take that guy away from me anytime.
Why? Because then I would engrave the warning not to give affection to others in my bones.
So that I wouldn't dare think of giving affection to anything else ever again.
I already knew that Seol Rok-jin was terribly isolating me. Why did I talk to a dog that couldn't even respond properly? Why did I always tell my stories and complain to that guy?
The answer is simple.
"So you killed all the people around me?"
Because Seol Rok-jin left no one by my side.
"I told you, dogs just need to receive love from their owner."
* * *
'Will you send him off with your own hands? Or should I do it?'
At Seol Rok-jin's words, I said I would send the guy off myself. I wanted to at least see his face at the end.
Seol Rok-jin told me.
Since I managed that guy well until now, he would give us time to send him off together at the end. He said that, but it was no different from an order to push this guy to death with my own hands if I wanted forgiveness.
I put the guy in the car and took him to the mission site as usual.
I got out of the car with that guy, but I just couldn't open my mouth. Why? Because this mission is a suicide mission. After this guy kills people in there, people from the awakener crime prevention department will come beat this guy to death.
My hands trembled. I just couldn't open my mouth.
"Hey."
I called the guy.
"Run away. You, you run away."
I just couldn't make this guy do such a thing.
But despite my words, Kim Jae-ho still moved forward.
"Can't you hear me? You'll die if you go there!"
I grabbed the guy's hand.
If I divert this guy, the consequences will be enormous. I didn't know what he would do to me again. But I can't watch this guy die.
"Run away."
At my words, the guy slowly opened his mouth.
"It's okay."
"You..."
I looked at the guy in surprise at his words.
"Y-you can speak?"
I didn't know because he hadn't said a single word until now.
"Why didn't you speak if you could speak all this time!"
"You talk a lot. Enough."
I laughed incredulously at Kim Jae-ho's words, forgetting the situation.
"Ha!"
I was dumbfounded. He didn't speak just for that reason? Because I talk a lot, so listening was enough?
No, that's not what's important right now.
"Run away, you'll die if you go there. This isn't a joke. Someone like you could live well anywhere. So run away from here and..."
"It's okay."
"No, it's not okay! You'll die!"
At my words, that guy said:
"Even if I die, it's okay."
"No, it's not okay!"
"Even if I die..."
Saying that, the guy slowly looked at me.
"We're friends."
Friends.
My heart ached painfully at those words. No, I don't have 'friends'. One friend was enough, and even one was more than I deserved. So I don't want to make friends again. And I don't want to lose that friend again.
"No, friend. So go."
The guy didn't even pretend to listen to my words.
"Friend."
The guy said that and patted my back. Just like before. I buried my face in that guy's shoulder.
"My name is Kim Jae-ho."
"...You tell me so quickly."
At my words, the guy whispered:
"Don't forget."
And the guy melted into the shadows and headed there before I could stop him. I belatedly ran in there, but I couldn't catch the guy.
* * *
After the guy, no, Kim Jae-ho died like that, I went to where he had stayed.
It was to clean up the traces Jae-ho left there.
I fell to my knees on the spot when I saw the green and yellow candy wrappers carefully folded under the mattress.
And I resolved.
To never give affection to anyone ever again.
* * *
—...I think in the version I heard, that guy cried.
'He probably cried too. His eyes were glistening.'
—No, it seems like you were the only one who cried.
Anyway, what's important isn't who blubbered.
'Isn't it funny? After resolving so firmly to never give affection to anyone again...'
Before I knew it, I not only gave affection, but even came to feel responsible for this guy's life.
Seol Rok-jin said not to give affection when you can't take responsibility.
Right, that's correct.
So from now on, I'm going to take responsibility.
"Jae-ho."
I called Kim Jae-ho. What should I say? As I pondered, Kim Jae-ho casually threw out words:
"I like Boss."
I blinked at the sudden words.
"So I'll help Boss."
"What?"
"I'll catch the bad guys Boss doesn't like."
As if anticipating my question, Jae-ho said to me:
"We're friends, aren't we?"
I couldn't say anything at those words. Old memories came to mind, and I just stood there stupidly.
My eyes grew hot, but tears didn't fall. I dug my nails into my thighs. Otherwise, I felt like I would cry ugly tears in front of this guy.
"Can I go now?"
"Oh, oh, yeah."
I bit my lip hard as I watched Kim Jae-ho leave as if he had been waiting.
"Hey."
I hurriedly added before Kim Jae-ho left:
"I'm older so we're not friends."
"Ugh!"
I laughed seeing Kim Jae-ho leaving with a disgusted expression. But that laughter soon disappeared.
I lowered my head. My vision suddenly began to blur.
—Are you crying?
'No I'm not.'
I pressed my eyes hard with the back of my hand.
"Damn it... I'll make that guy happy no matter what."
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It's time to leave America now. There were some final things I needed to check before departing.
I called Edward first.
"When I leave this time, I don't know when I'll return to America. I might never come back."
Edward's eyebrows twitched at my words.
"So you're saying I should reconsider?"
"This was the country you lived in, but if you follow us to Korea, everything will be unfamiliar. You won't understand the language, the food will be different. The culture and everything will be different."
Edward, who doesn't communicate well, was bound to be an outsider among our Weltschmerz. It would be even more so in Korea. At least here he could watch TV when bored, but that won't even be possible in Korea.
Of course, knowing English as a global language might make things a bit better, but he still won't be able to be as comfortable as now.
There was a limit to how much I could take care of him. When we go to Korea, I'll have countless things to resolve...
"I'll be very busy in Korea. Even more than now, so I'm asking in advance. If you're really okay with it. It might get even tougher than the past few days."
Edward must have spent quite a lonely time while I couldn't take care of him because I was preoccupied with other incidents.
Edward scratched his cheek at my question and said:
"I really enjoyed the past few days. It's been a while since I rested this comfortably without any thoughts. Until now, I was always frantically searching for the next mercenary group to stay with, as if being chased by someone."
Edward then looked at me and said:
"Besides, I wasn't bored at all. Making the textbook was fun too. Though it has a lot of pictures for a textbook..."
Edward chuckled, seeming pleased with his own wordplay.
"I found out I have quite a talent. Teasing Han was fun too. I didn't mean to tease, he just got worked up one-sidedly. Though we can't communicate, you know how all his emotions show on his face? He acts like an adult but he's just a kid."
...So Han Seo-hyeon became so sensitive about the textbook all because of this guy. Well, even I thought the textbook Edward made was amazing. He certainly has an impressive talent- wait, who are you calling a kid!
"Before, I didn't even know I liked drawing. But when I tried it this time, it was fun. And watching animation was good too. Well, it was a bit childish but..."
For someone calling it childish, he was the one hugging Kim Jae-ho tightly and bawling his eyes out.
"And I could communicate pretty well with Mr. Cha. Though he tends to speak a bit like a zombie..."
"What? A zombie?"
"Well, to use an analogy. Rice. Eat. Here. Is. All. Your. Thing. He talks like that."
Hey, don't insult our ki- I mean, our hyung!
"You can't even speak Korean as well as a zombie."
"Oh! Did that sound like an insult? Sorry, I didn't mean it that way."
Don't apologize so easily! Now I feel like trash for nitpicking!
Anyway, to sum it up:
'What's with this guy. He had quite a good time, didn't he?'
When he was crying about how his life was ruined, he looked so miserable, but these past few days he spent so comfortably that his face was glowing.
Well, from my perspective, it's good that this guy is doing well. But still, isn't he doing too well?
'If you think about it, aren't we the enemies who ruined his dream?'
—Hmm. Well, isn't it good if it's good?
Ugh. Still, I didn't think it was a good thing for Edward to blend into our organization.
"I couldn't think of a clear solution before, but if you want, I'll find a way to restore your status somehow. If you want, I'll support your activities in America too..."
Of course, I won't be able to match Oh Seung-woo who's called the best agency, but I'll give you the best support I can.
Even if I have to pull out a pillar of our Weltschmerz.
No, come to think of it, maybe not a pillar. Just, uh, maybe one brick...
—It suddenly became very modest.
'Isn't saving the world more important?'
Hmm, that's right. Pulling out a pillar is a bit, uh, too much. What if our house collapses?
Still, I intend to do my best to support Edward.
Right after the incident, the situation and time didn't help me, but it's different when we return to Korea. There, I have resources I can mobilize, and many people I can get help from.
'Worst case, we could find a way for him to return in glory by accumulating greater merits than attacking Taika, there are ways if we just look for them.'
At my words, Edward didn't look very pleased. Rather, his face was glum.
"Well, I wonder if I really need to do that."
"What?"
Edward said:
"Honestly, living that life chasing after that goal wasn't very close to happiness. I don't want to say it's impossible, but it's really tough, you know. Rising to the top of the world."
Certainly, to achieve that goal, there was no time to rest at all.
There are countless monsters in this world, and Taika Cooper is the one who climbed to the highest place among those monsters. To catch up to a monster, Edward had to live like a monster too.
The reason Edward set the goal of catching up to Taika Cooper was purely out of revenge towards Oh Seung-woo who abandoned him.
Or, the desire to be acknowledged by him.
For that one thing alone, Edward used and discarded the people around him like consumables. That's why Edward got the nickname 'Albatross'. People called him that with contempt, meaning he never settled with anyone and only chased after benefits.
"Seeing you guys, you just look happy. Laughing at trivial things, getting sad over trivial things. I couldn't do that. For the past seven years, I don't think I ever laughed without a reason. I was just always angry..."
Edward's face as he said this was the most serious I'd ever seen.
He said he quietly reflected on his life so far over the past few days. That he had too much time so he thought a lot. But that time was quite good.
"For the past few years, I didn't think about anything. Just, the obsession that I had to follow the goal I set. When that obsession broke, I started thinking about why I wanted to do that in the first place."
This incident made Edward rethink his goal. He thought achieving that goal would make him happy, but seeing us made him reconsider happiness.
"I'm definitely not going to thank you guys for this, but well, I think this is a turning point in my life. Do I want to go back to how things were before? Well, should I?"
He still hates Taika Cooper and wants to bring Oh Seung-woo down a peg, but... Edward continued:
"I wasn't happy then."
"Happiness, huh."
"If you ask if I'm happy now, well, I'm not. But at least it's closer to happiness than back then."
Edward said:
"And I know that friend didn't mean to do it. At first I was really angry that he didn't even apologize properly, but that friend is a bit slow, isn't he?"
"..."
I couldn't refute this at all. Our Jae-ho is just like that because he hasn't learned yet. He has a lot to learn.
Still, what he did was a huge mistake.
"And I did get an apology of sorts later."
"Kim Jae-ho apologized?"
"Yeah."
It seems Kim Jae-ho even apologized without my knowledge. When on earth?
"He didn't say it in words. He doesn't know a word of English in the first place. But he showed it through actions. He secretly offered me some of his food. Han's jaw dropped in shock next to him."
What? Our Jae-ho shared his food? That's surprising.
He's never shared food with me before.
"For now, I want to follow you guys and think a bit more. About what I really want to do."
I didn't think it was a good choice for Edward to follow us. Not for our sake, but for Edward's own sake too, it wasn't a very good choice.
But hearing this made me change my mind a bit.
His words right after the incident that 'If I can't be the best hunter, I'll be the best villain!' were something I absolutely couldn't accept, but well, if it's like this.
"I'll be in your care from now on."
I nodded at Edward's words.
After finishing my conversation with Edward, I looked for Han Seo-hyeon. There was one more person I had to see before leaving for America.
When I asked him to find John, Han Seo-hyeon pouted and grumbled:
"You really like that ahjussi."
"I told you I was a fan."
"Your taste is strange. He's not even that handsome."
John is! It's his personality that's the real deal, not his face! His face is just! But! Still, he's not that bad looking, he has proper features! And he's quite tall! Though I wonder how he managed to be a mafia's mistress with that face! But still, you know? He's not ugly!
—Is this defending, or just beating with a shield?
"Ahem, ahem."
Anyway, with Han Seo-hyeon's help, I was able to find John's location. John was doing something with a laptop at a cafe near the hotel.
I sat down across from the table where he was seated.
"Oh, hello."
John wasn't very surprised by my sudden appearance. Though he doesn't look it, he's quite gutsy.
"What are you doing?"
"Well, I was buying plane tickets to leave here. Ah, as you said, I exchanged all the money at the casino yesterday. It's the first time I've had this much money, so I feel a bit dazed... But I promise. I won't waste it."
John smiled broadly, saying he bought this laptop with that money too.
"Where's the kid?"
"Ah, Isavelle?"
What, he wouldn't tell me his name for days, but they've already introduced themselves? I thought it was good, but somehow felt disappointed. I'm definitely not sulking, no, definitely not, but...
—You're sulking.
'No, it's a good thing. It means John gained his favor that much. No, strange. Am I that unlikeable? Huh? Strange, I wasn't even bare-faced...'
I'd admit it'd be hard to be likeable with my original face, but the face I was wearing was quite average. So does that mean I was just unlikeable? Strange, I'm pretty confident in my speaking skills.
—You're sulking...
'I'm not sulking! Just for the future, you know? Don't I need to find out what the problem is? Why it didn't work for me, but did for John!'
—You're sulking.
Damn it, fine, I'm a bit sulky! Is that not allowed? I thought I treated that kid quite well too.
Anyway, Isavelle, huh.
"It's a pretty name."
It really suited that kid.
"For now, I got him a room at this hotel. I thought rest should be the priority."
Certainly. That kid needed rest now. John explained his plans to me.
"I'm thinking of leaving here and going to another area."
This Las Vegas with its casinos wasn't a very good environment for raising a child.
"I want to discuss what to do from now on together. For now, I want to do everything he wants to do, but he says he's not sure yet. One thing was clear. He said he wants to go to school. He wants to see and learn a lot."
John's face was full of pride for the child as he said this.
"That's great."
The two of them will do well. I can leave here without worrying.
I said to John:
"I'll be leaving America now."
"What?"
"This is the last time we'll see each other face to face."
John looked at me with a surprised expression at my words.
"Oh, um, is that so? I thought you'd stay at least a few more days."
John, who had been speaking while looking at me flustered, hastily added:
"By the way, if you're leaving, shouldn't you say goodbye to that kid too..."
"No, it's fine."
What's the point of meeting face to face. I patted John's shoulder and said:
"Please be happy. You must be happy, John."
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Taika Cooper was still on vacation. There were many gates open in America, but few gates grand enough to require 'Taika Cooper' to handle them. Moreover, such gates always had the interests of large guilds entangled with them.
And handling those things was Oh Seung-woo's job, not Taika's.
During this vacation between gates and gate conquests, Taika usually took care of various matters. It was called a vacation, but he rarely had a real vacation. However, this vacation was an exception.
Thinking of Shen who had left so coldly, Taika was rolling around on the sofa.
Ding.
Taika tilted his head at the alarm that rang on his phone. Unlike his 'official' contact managed by Oh Seung-woo, few people knew this contact number. And soon recalling one of those few people, Taika hurriedly checked his phone.
"There's a huge amount of drugs buried in the basement of the Las Vegas Major & Justin Hotel Casino. Please take care of it :D!"
What is this about?
When he first checked the content of the message, Taika tilted his head.
The moment he saw the emoticon attached after the message, all seriousness flew away.
But the moment he confirmed who sent it, Taika realized he didn't need to verify the truthfulness of this message's content.
"Mr. Oh, do you think the government would like it if we find drugs and such?"
Oh Seung-woo replied to Taika's words without even turning his head:
"They wouldn't dislike it, would they? Though they just say it, they always declare war on drugs. The problem is it's the 3209th declaration."
"They say there's a huge amount of drugs in the basement of a Las Vegas casino? Let's report this."
"What? What do you mean..."
Oh Seung-woo looked at Taika with a dumbfounded face. And soon realizing those words weren't a joke, his face hardened.
"Who is it, that person?"
"Let's go there."
Taika quickly put the phone in his back pocket. Oh Seung-woo sighed and put the glasses he was wearing into his shirt pocket.
Though he didn't know what was going on, he realized it was impossible to stop Taika the moment he saw his eyes shining like a dog who had seen a ball.
* * *
Arriving in Las Vegas like that. Taika, who had pushed all troublesome tasks onto Oh Seung-woo, headed to the hotel with a grinning face.
Though he wore dark sunglasses covering half his face, there was no one who couldn't recognize America's most famous hunter. Everyone's gaze turned towards Taika.
Taika paid no attention to the gazes he felt around him.
"I'm in Las Vegas, where are you?"
Taika sent a message to Shen, but there wasn't even a read receipt.
'What, isn't he here?'
Taika pouted his lips.
Then a voice came from beside him.
"Oh my, who is this."
One person who could call out to Taika when no one else dared approach him.
"...Lockwood?"
Taika took off his sunglasses and looked at the woman walking steadily towards him. Charming bronze skin and cat-like upturned eyes. Taika's eyes crinkled at her appearance.
"What are you doing here?"
"That's what I want to ask. Our milk-breathed kid wouldn't suddenly be interested in such an adult game..."
"If by adult game you mean gambling that ruins someone's life, it's better not to know for life."
Veins popped on Nikki's forehead at Taika's words.
"Gambling that ruins someone's life! The problem is people who think of poker as gambling. Do you know how beautiful a game poker is? Reading each other's psychology, battling with numbers, and in the end the winner takes all! How beautiful a game is that?"
"I heard rumors that you're not good at poker... And if you want to play a psychological game, just play Mafia. Don't burn tens of billions here."
Nikki, who had no words for Taika's bulls-eye, folded her arms and said:
"So what are you doing here?"
"I received a tip that there's an enormous amount of drugs buried in the basement of this casino. Surely you're not involved?"
Nikki's jaw dropped at Taika's words.
"What?"
An enormous amount of drugs in the casino basement. It was shocking news to Nikki who had been enjoying gambling here calmly until just a few days ago.
"No, well. It's not strange..."
The playfulness instantly disappeared from Nikki's face. She too could become a victim of this incident and possibly never see this sun again.
She was already grinding her teeth to blow up what happened here. The problem was that the man who saved her had disappeared without a trace.
'No, wait.'
Nikki opened her mouth.
"The person who tipped you off, who is it? Is it someone you know?"
"Why are you so interested in my informant?"
"No, I was wondering if it might be someone I know."
Taika narrowed his eyes at Nikki's words.
"You think you know my informant?"
"Maybe? If it's who I'm thinking of, rather than saying we know each other, it would be more accurate to say we're close. We played poker together for days! We went through life-and-death crises together."
"...What happened here?"
"Oh my, I can't tell you for free."
Taika shrugged at Nikki's words and said:
"What do you want to know?"
"Did you know the informant originally?"
"Yeah, I know them well."
"Oh my!"
"There's no proof that the person you know is my informant, why are you so interested?"
At Taika's words, Nikki described the characteristics of the man she knew. That he talked unnecessarily well, smiled with his eyes well, and read her heart very well. Also that he seemed quite good at combat too. After hearing about all the friends who accompanied him, Taika intuited:
'It's Shen!'
In the end, Nikki's intuition that Taika's informant and the person she knew were the same was correct.
Nikki's smile deepened as she confirmed Taika's expression.
"So you do know that person?"
"...So what."
"No, I wanted to ask for cooperation regarding this incident anyway. It seems the gang that caused this incident has been completely wiped out, but still, that person is the only one who knows the exact situation."
Nikki added as if making an excuse:
"I did capture a few people who caused this incident, but they absolutely refuse to open their mouths. Yeah, I think the most certain thing would be to meet that person and hear the circumstances."
"So you absolutely must meet this informant?"
"That's right!"
Though she said she even captured the culprits who caused this incident, the reason for wanting to meet the informant, that is, Shen, again was obvious. One hundred percent personal interest.
"By the way, that kid didn't seem to know anything about American hunters? He didn't recognize me."
Taika blinked at those words.
He didn't recognize the guild master of 'Black Comet', the 2nd ranked guild in America? But that surprise was brief. Taika smiled confidently and said:
"He recognized me though."
Nikki's jaw dropped at those words.
"Unbelievable. Aren't I quite famous too, though not as much as you?"
Ria standing next to Nikki said:
"Yeah, you're super famous."
"I'm super famous, but your informant didn't recognize me?"
Taika fanned the flames from the side. Nikki clenched her fist at that face full of laughter.
"Ha! This dirty world that only remembers first place!"
Ria muttered next to Nikki:
"This world remembers second place well enough... He really didn't remember..."
But no one was listening to Ria's words.
"I must be just an ordinary hunter."
But the two people shouting at each other had no interest in Ria next to them.
"Dirty world..."
Ria sighed as she muttered that.
* * *
Norman staggered out of the hearing room with an exhausted face. He had spilled out everything he knew as if being wrung out, but he couldn't satisfy those rushing at him.
To people asking him what on earth all this was about, all he could say was 'I don't know well either.'
Why?
Because he really didn't know well!
The Golden Day mercenary group that said they would provide answers later disappeared overnight without leaving any trace. There were numerous CCTVs in the hospital, but their exit wasn't captured anywhere.
Thanks to that, their disappearance remained a complete mystery.
The problem was there was too much at stake in this incident to just end it as a mystery.
So what happened with the S-rank gate, is it okay to conquer the gates here from now on.
There were too many questions that needed to be answered.
They demanded answers to all these questions from Norman Byron, but Norman couldn't provide sharp answers either.
An agency member who couldn't stand it anymore said:
"We should put out a public wanted notice for them! It's clear they ran away because something fishy is going on!"
"Do you know who last contacted them?"
"Well, it would be Taika Cooper and Agency Oh..."
People's faces hardened at the sudden appearance of those two big names.
While Norman Byron of Salt Bread Agency was a card they could wield at will, they couldn't do that with those two people.
"Ahem, ahem. I'm sure those two don't know anything either. They were all deceived by that Golden Day mercenary group. So the agency that was in charge of that Golden Day mercenary group..."
And then the arrows pointed back at Norman again.
At times like this, Norman felt disillusioned with his job.
Of course, ability is important. But more important than that is ultimately what kind of background you have.
Salt Bread Agency abandoned Norman. They just left him to be picked to the bone in the hearing room, as if deciding to use him as a shield. Being picked apart like that for days.
He thought he had already lost all affection for this job, but experiencing this made him feel really miserable.
Actually, he wasn't sure if he could continue this job anymore. He had already been half abandoned by his agency, and he wondered if any hunter would trust him with such a scandal attached.
'I didn't have much affection for this job to begin with...'
He didn't have affection for a job he started just to make a living, but now that things turned out like this, he felt completely drained.
But he did try his best in his own way. Norman rummaged through his files with a complicated expression.
These files probably won't be needed anymore. Then, Norman's eyes shook at a piece of tissue paper sticking out between the files.
'Come to think of it...'
Norman headed to the lawyer with that contract.
The lawyer who was examining the tissue paper contract closely exclaimed in a surprised voice:
"Did, did you look at this carefully?"
"What? Is there something else to look at carefully?"
"If you look closely here, it says this money is entrusted to you! Norman Byron as an individual, not the agency!"
Individual? Not the agency? He hadn't looked closely at the time, but hearing the lawyer's words, it was clear.
This wasn't entrusting money to Norman Byron, an agent affiliated with Salt Bread.
It was a document stating they would pay all the S-rank gate conquest fees to just Norman Byron.
"By the way, who wrote this contract? It's almost professional level."
"Uh..."
Norman held his tongue. He didn't want to carelessly let slip words here and get into trouble again. The lawyer smiled as if guessing Norman's thoughts.
"Anyway, let's go receive this money right away. It should be quite a sum for an S-rank."
Hearing those words, Norman headed to where they pay out gate conquest fees.
Norman handed various documents to the employee. The employee who briefly made a surprised expression at the tissue paper contract was still a professional.
Soon, words that would change Norman's life were heard by Norman who was nervously shaking his leg.
"...2.8 billion."
All the resentment he had felt disappeared. After receiving the money with trembling hands, Norman called the agency company that had been harassing him.
"I! Quit! The company!"
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Jeong Ho-san looked at his reflection in the mirror. The sight of himself in the blue police uniform felt awkward.
'It really has become irreversible now.'
As Do Chae-hee had said that the Awakener Crime Investigation Division (ACID) was always short on people, ACID was constantly recruiting people to join.
Though she said there were various corruptions in the recruitment, they didn't have the guts to fail Jeong Ho-san, who had A-rank potential talent and was a current 6-circle hunter.
He passed the test successfully and became a member of ACID Team 2.
Jeong Ho-san, facing his first day of work, calmed his nervous heart.
Though he didn't know what would happen from now on, he had to keep his wits about him in there.
Unlike his Crimson Hound Guild comrades whom he could always trust to watch his back in battle, he couldn't trust the people here.
While outwardly pretending to get along with them, Jeong Ho-san had to always be suspicious and weed out the bad ones hiding among them.
It wasn't a job that suited Jeong Ho-san's personality, but he had to do it.
'Compared to Do Chae-hee, it's not that difficult.'
Do Chae-hee said she was already a protruding stone. She said she must have been marked by those above for causing trouble once, so she would walk her own path.
She told him to gain their trust even if he had to step on her while she drew the aggro.
Whenever his heart felt constricted, Jeong Ho-san thought of Kang Yi-sin.
He recalled the reason that made Kang Yi-sin make such a choice.
Jeong Ho-san looked at his own eyes in the mirror and nodded with a firm expression.
After steeling his resolve, Jeong Ho-san opened the door.
* * *
"Oh, oh!"
A man with a huge build and hair like a freshly peeled chestnut pointed at Jeong Ho-san and shouted.
"Are, are you Jeong Ho-san?"
"Yes, who are you?"
"Ah! I'm Officer Kim Yong-won!"
Ah. Kim Yong-won. He had heard about him from Do Chae-hee. That he was one of the more trustworthy people here. He was originally on the same team as Do Chae-hee, but was moved to a different team after Do Chae-hee was dismissed as team leader.
"How do you know me?"
"Well, that's..."
Kim Yong-won lowered his voice towards Jeong Ho-san.
"You were a key person of interest in the Kang Yi-sin murder case. Inspector Do Chae-hee, I mean, the team leader was quite interested in that case, so I came to know about you too!"
Jeong Ho-san nodded at Kim Yong-won's words. Well, he did get to know Do Chae-hee through that case too. It wasn't strange that Kim Yong-won, who was Do Chae-hee's team member, knew about him as well.
Do Chae-hee said Kim Yong-won was a reliable ally when she was in ACID, but she also said not to trust Kim Yong-won completely.
After being betrayed by Park Cheol-wan whom she sincerely trusted and followed, Do Chae-hee said she couldn't trust anyone.
Rather, she said she became suspicious of people who approached her, and Jeong Ho-san felt a sense of kinship seeing her expression as she smiled sadly saying that.
He too had felt lonely after losing Kang Yi-sin.
But he had no intention of being buried in that emotion.
Jeong Ho-san shook off his thoughts and spoke to Kim Yong-won with a smiling face.
"Nice to meet you like this. Please speak comfortably, it's my first day here after all..."
"Ah, no! I can't do that. Even if our ranks are the same, um, you'll be promoted soon..."
Kim Yong-won seemed to have a timid personality that didn't match his build.
Though he wanted Kim Yong-won to treat him comfortably, Jeong Ho-san quietly nodded at Kim Yong-won's words.
"Um, which team are you on?"
"Team 2."
"Oh! Me too! Then I can guide you. This way please."
Jeong Ho-san moved his steps following Kim Yong-won's guidance.
"Due to the recent Top Villain escape incident, most of the members of Teams 3 and 4 died in the line of duty. So ACID only has Teams 1 and 2 now."
Kim Yong-won's face looked gloomy as he said this. Well, that incident was a huge blow to ACID. Most of the personnel in the detention center that day died on site.
"I didn't know many people since we were on different teams, but I at least knew their faces. For that to happen. If only I had the power..."
Kim Yong-won, who muttered gloomily like that, soon looked at Jeong Ho-san and said:
"You, Jeong Ho-san, are an amazing hunter, right? You were with Crimson Hound!"
"I wouldn't say amazing..."
"To someone like me who only awakened information processing talent, you look amazing! I've thought so many times how nice it would be if I had talent like that. I've been told quite often that this build is wasted on me, haha."
Come to think of it, the difference in build between Kim Yong-won and Jeong Ho-san wasn't that big. Jeong Ho-san was just slightly bigger and looked stronger. Kim Yong-won wasn't someone who would be pushed around easily either.
But maybe because of his hunched posture and attitude that lacked confidence, he looked much smaller.
"Haha, I just talked about depressing things for no reason. Ah, here it is."
They had already arrived at ACID Team 2. Kim Yong-won opened the door. Jeong Ho-san bowed his head politely and stepped inside.
"Oh."
The first to react to Jeong Ho-san's entrance was a man sitting in the team leader's seat. The man who looked to be in his mid to late 30s had such a strong impression that one would say he looked rough at first glance.
He raised the corner of his mouth crookedly as soon as he saw Jeong Ho-san.
"So you've finally arrived, our Team 2's great new recruit."
Jeong Ho-san blinked at that seemingly mocking tone.
"Ah, yes. Hello."
At the team leader's words and Jeong Ho-san's greeting, all the team members' gazes turned to Jeong Ho-san. There were a total of eight team members seated in Team 2. Due to the recent disaster, ACID's personnel had been reduced even further. Everyone looked haggard from resolving awakened crimes all over Seoul.
The team leader walked briskly towards Jeong Ho-san.
"Now, introduce yourself. Here's our new recruit who quit the great Crimson Hound Guild to join this ACID. Mr. Jeong Ho-san."
"Hello, I'm Jeong Ho-san. I look forward to working with you."
He wondered how many times he had greeted people already. But Jeong Ho-san obediently bowed his head.
"I'm Song Cheon-gil, Team 2 leader, and these are our team members. You can introduce yourselves individually in your personal time. We're all busy, right?"
At Team Leader Song Cheon-gil's words, only groans were heard from the seats. Even considering the circumstances, it was an excessively deflated reaction for a new member's arrival.
He didn't expect a grand welcome ceremony like at Crimson Hound Guild, but this atmosphere that didn't welcome the new member at all...
Team Leader Song Cheon-gil said:
"Since it's your first day today, just learn the basics from Yong-won. From tomorrow, we'll put you on the dispatch team officially."
Only then was there some reaction from ACID Team 2 at Team Leader Song Cheon-gil's words.
Someone suddenly raised their hand.
"What?"
"Please put him in our unit!"
"No, he should be in our unit. Your unit has you as vanguard, but our unit is all rear support."
"No, you have that much firepower..."
The atmosphere that had sunk suddenly started heating up. Team Leader Song Cheon-gil frowned watching this.
"Can't you all shut up?"
"But..."
"How can we tie down such a talent to just one unit? Let's have this friend support whichever team needs him at the time."
Jeong Ho-san, who didn't know what those words meant, just blinked. Kim Yong-won was the one who reacted to those words.
"What?"
"What, Yong-won. Do you have a problem?"
At Team Leader Song Cheon-gil's words, Kim Yong-won quietly shook his head.
"N-no!"
But he still couldn't hide his worry, and Kim Yong-won opened his mouth after glancing at Team Leader Song Cheon-gil.
"Still, to use a new recruit like that right away..."
"Since when did our Yong-won become our new recruit's spokesperson? Why is our new recruit keeping his mouth shut, while you're flapping yours?"
At those words, Jeong Ho-san rolled his eyes. Kim Yong-won closed his mouth with a surprised face. Though he still didn't understand how this team operated, it was clear that Kim Yong-won had taken unnecessary abuse for speaking up for him.
Jeong Ho-san opened his mouth.
"I don't know what it means, but I'll do my best as you instruct if you teach me."
"Hmm, he says he's fine with it."
Kim Yong-won still looked at Jeong Ho-san with worried eyes, but Jeong Ho-san gave him an eye-smile.
"Alright, everyone get back to work!"
As Team Leader Song Cheon-gil sat back down, Kim Yong-won tapped Jeong Ho-san. Then he gestured towards the outside with his eyes.
Jeong Ho-san quietly followed Kim Yong-won. As soon as they got outside, Kim Yong-won sighed.
"Just now..."
"Yes, I roughly understand what it means. It means they'll use me like a dog, right?"
"You understand that and still say you'll do it?"
"It didn't seem like I could refuse, and fortunately, I'm confident in my stamina."
"No matter how great your stamina is, Ho-san, you're human. Not a monster."
Kim Yong-won sighed deeply.
"It reminds me of Team Leader Do Chae-hee."
Kim Yong-won, who blurted that out, looked around and whispered in a low voice:
"You know Team Leader Do Chae-hee, right? You must have met her..."
At those words, Jeong Ho-san's face hardened. Do Chae-hee told Jeong Ho-san to never say anything positive about her. But just staying silent should be fine, right?
Seeing Jeong Ho-san nod without saying anything, Kim Yong-won whispered in a small voice:
"She might not have left a good impression on you, but Team Leader Do Chae-hee is really an amazing person. She really worked hard..."
"You seem to know her well, Yong-won?"
At Jeong Ho-san's question, Kim Yong-won hurriedly waved his hands with a reddened face.
"Ah, no. I can't say I know her well! Just, when she was working in the field, I was, um, a fan I guess. I decided to become a police officer all thanks to Team Leader Do Chae-hee."
"Is that so?"
"Yes. There's that quite famous incident. When Team Leader Do Chae-hee was, um, working in the field. There was a time when she subdued a bank robbery. I was at the scene then."
Ah, so that's how their connection started.
"Team Leader Do Chae-hee was a hero to me then. A real hero, like you'd only see in movies. So I thought I wanted to become such an amazing person too."
Kim Yong-won's face looked innocent as he said this.
"It's too cliché a story, right? Haha, but it really was my dream. But my ability didn't match up to that. Ah, I don't go to the field. As I said earlier..."
"Because you have information processing talent?"
"Yes. Haha, so I was deemed unfit for field work. If I had gone to regular police instead, I might have been able to work in the field..."
Jeong Ho-san looked at Kim Yong-won. It was evident at a glance. His physique showed signs of being honed diligently.
He's the type who worked hard and hard again. But even so, 'unfit for field work.'
Because in this field dealing with awakeners' crimes, what mattered in the end was talent.
"But there are still things I can do here! I'll work hard to help!"
Jeong Ho-san nodded to Kim Yong-won who shouted like that while looking at him.
"Yes, let's do well together."
Jeong Ho-san thought that his first day at ACID wasn't so bad after all.
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"This is the fitness training room, and this is the simulation room. You can set up various situations and train in advance here, ah, Mr. Jeong Ho-san must be familiar with this. Since you graduated from Hunter Academy... It's exactly the same as what they have at Hunter Academy!"
The recently built ACID facilities were state-of-the-art, looking quite good even to Jeong Ho-san who graduated from Babel Academy. But unfortunately, there was no one actually using the facilities.
"Why is there no one here?"
"Well, people tend to use these facilities when they have free time, but right now we don't even have enough team members to solve cases."
No matter how good the facilities were built, they were useless if no one was free enough to use them.
"After Teams 3 and 4 ended up like that, everyone went crazy..."
Even before, ACID was famous for its high-intensity work environment. The number of people working at ACID was woefully inadequate compared to the number of criminals.
With the already small number of ACID personnel cut in half due to the villain escape incident, it was natural that there was no time to leisurely train.
"Everyone's giving up their days off and staying here. Ah, I'll show you the on-call room."
Unlike other facilities that had no signs of life, the on-call room definitely smelled of people. To be precise, it smelled too much of people to be a problem.
The room with five or six beds attached was dark even though it was morning. The on-call room with thick blackout curtains drawn was a mess at a glance. Kim Yong-won, who pushed aside clothes scattered here and there with his foot, said with an awkward expression:
"It's not usually this dirty, but there was that emergency dispatch last night..."
"What the..."
A man sleeping in the bed raised his body at Kim Yong-won's voice. Kim Yong-won, who recognized the spiky red hair, quickly shouted with a pale face:
"S-sorry! Please rest comfortably."
Kim Yong-won, who blurted out those words hastily, led Jeong Ho-san out by the hand.
"Who was that?"
"That's Inspector Hyo Chang-rip. He's a prickly person, so we need to be careful."
It was so dark, and they left hurriedly as soon as Hyo Chang-rip raised his head, so he couldn't see his face properly, but his voice was certainly prickly.
Kim Yong-won's explanation continued:
"It's understandable, he was from Team 3."
"Team 3, you mean the one where most team members died in the line of duty during the villain escape incident..."
"Yes, Inspector Hyo Chang-rip happened to be off that day, so he avoided that disaster. I'm not sure if we can say he was lucky. He lost all his teammates he had gone through thick and thin with. It seems he's been living here, refusing to go home since that incident."
"Ah..."
Jeong Ho-san's expression hardened. So there was such a story.
"He doesn't seem to want to mix with the people here. A loner like me. Haha."
Jeong Ho-san tilted his head at Kim Yong-won's words. A loner? As if answering that look, Kim Yong-won opened his mouth:
"Ah, originally Teams 1 and 2 didn't get along very well."
"They didn't get along even though they're both part of ACID?"
"Um, yes. I guess you could say they didn't get along that well since Teams 1 and 2 had different roles. Team 1 mainly handled cases that received media attention, while Team 2 focused on field dispatches."
It means that when an incident occurred, Team 1 was in charge of tracking down and investigating the culprit of that case.
And Team 2 was in charge of responding to simple reports.
"After all, if you talk about the face of ACID, it was our Team 1. From Team 2's perspective, they might have thought they did all the dirty work while we got all the spotlight."
Even though they've become the same team now, Kim Yong-won and Team 2 still didn't seem to get along well. Certainly, the expressions of Team 2 unit leaders looking at Kim Yong-won were cold.
Jeong Ho-san swallowed briefly and asked Kim Yong-won:
"What happened to Team 1?"
Do Chae-hee was originally the leader of Team 1. But he hadn't heard exactly what happened to Team 1 after she stepped down from the team leader position.
"Now it's become a department that exists in name only. The last order I received was to organize what we were investigating and hand it over to Team 2. I guess the remaining members of Team 1 received the same order. Once the remaining work is organized, they'll probably come to Team 2."
"You mean everyone's coming to Team 2?"
"Yes, in fact, the existing ACID teams have already been effectively consolidated into Team 2. We had no choice since Team Leader Song Cheon-gil of Team 2 is the only team leader left."
Do Chae-hee was 'Team Leader', but Song Cheon-gil was just 'team leader'. Jeong Ho-san, who sensed subtle hostility in Kim Yong-won's words, carefully asked:
"What kind of person is Team Leader Song Cheon-gil?"
"Hmm, well. I haven't been in Team 2 for long, so I don't know well..."
Kim Yong-won rolled his eyes and said in a heavy voice:
"To put it nicely, he's passionate about solving cases, and to put it badly, he's someone who would do anything to solve a case. Given the situation, it's not incomprehensible, but..."
Does he mean he's obsessed with performance?
But it was still too early to judge anything based on Kim Yong-won's evaluation alone.
Maybe he found the best way as the person in charge of Team 2 while Teams 1, 3, and 4 collapsed one after another.
"By the way, is it okay to disband a team just because the team leader stepped down?"
Even to Jeong Ho-san, who didn't have much social experience, the current situation didn't make much sense.
The team disappears because the team leader was kicked out? What about all the cases the people under her were investigating? Is it okay to just eliminate the team like this?
"Exactly! What big mistake did Inspector Do Chae-hee make to eliminate the team like this and even remove a place for her to return to! It's not enough to demote a team leader to just a regular team member..."
'Hmm.'
Jeong Ho-san blinked at Kim Yong-won's intense reaction. What Jeong Ho-san said was that the decision to eliminate the team was strange regardless of Do Chae-hee, but he decided to just nod along to Kim Yong-won's words for now.
"I think it's nonsense to drive out Inspector Do Chae-hee like this."
"I see."
It was a time when Jeong Ho-san learned that Kim Yong-won greatly respected Do Chae-hee.
Kim Yong-won, whose cheeks reddened as if belatedly embarrassed by his sudden outburst, said to Jeong Ho-san:
"It's lunchtime now. I'll guide you to the cafeteria."
The cafeteria inside ACID was high quality, not inferior even compared to Crimson Hound Guild. The only difference was that unlike the guild, everyone here was eating with gloomy faces as if they were dying.
"You can take as much as you want to eat. It's all free. The downside is that there aren't many days we can use the cafeteria because of all the field work..."
It was then that Kim Yong-won was speaking.
"Hey, new guy! Let's eat together here?"
Someone waved at them from a far table. Kim Yong-won's face turned pale at that voice.
It was one of the people they met earlier in Team 2. The woman with her hair tied back in a ponytail kept waving at Jeong Ho-san. Kim Yong-won reluctantly nodded to Jeong Ho-san at that intense gesture that was impossible to ignore.
"L-let's go over there for now."
Kim Yong-won and Jeong Ho-san, with their trays filled, headed to the table where the Team 2 members were waiting.
Jeong Ho-san sat across from the ponytailed woman who had called him.
"Now we can finally see your face and greet properly."
The ponytailed woman who said that opened her mouth:
"My name is Choi Jun-hee, I'm the leader of Unit 1 in Team 2. I'm 28 this year. From what I know, Jeong Ho-san is a few years younger than me..."
"Are you crudely trying to pull rank with age?"
The one who retorted to Choi Jun-hee's words was the man sitting next to her. The man with black piercings stuck all over his ears and rings on all ten fingers snickered and said:
"He's on a different level from Jun-hee who's just 4-circle, you know."
"Unbelievable? How are you any different from me?"
Hwang Ho-jin, ignoring Choi Jun-hee's words, smiled at Jeong Ho-san and greeted him:
"Hello, I'm Hwang Ho-jin. I'm the leader of Unit 2."
The two people who had been bickering about putting Jeong Ho-san on their team were still squabbling even now in front of Jeong Ho-san. Jeong Ho-san bowed his head to that greeting.
"Yes, I look forward to working with you."
"We should be the ones saying that. You're an amazing 6-circle hunter."
Choi Jun-hee, who muttered that, turned her gaze slightly to Kim Yong-won sitting next to Jeong Ho-san.
Unlike her gaze towards Jeong Ho-san, her gaze towards Kim Yong-won was as cold as ice.
"We were thinking of helping with the new recruit's education from the afternoon?"
"What? But new recruit education is my job..."
Kim Yong-won opened his mouth as if resisting Choi Jun-hee's words, but Choi Jun-hee didn't listen.
"Don't you have more urgent work? The Oh Jun-ho case report hasn't come in yet, has it?"
"That's due tomorrow..."
"Tomorrow? The culprit will all escape at this rate. I told you, you can't work so sloppily here."
Kim Yong-won's face darkened at Choi Jun-hee's words.
"Give it to me by today. We need to go catch that bastard, don't we?"
Kim Yong-won's face turned pale at those words.
"But the team leader assigned this task to me..."
"People need to be flexible. What's more important now, educating the new recruit or the report on a case with actual victims?"
Kim Yong-won lowered his head at those words. Choi Jun-hee casually threw words at Jeong Ho-san's gaze:
"That report is really urgent, that's why. We can only dispatch once Kim Yong-won here narrows down that guy's range of activity."
"...I see?"
It seemed like they were pushing Kim Yong-won too hard for that reason alone, but Jeong Ho-san kept his mouth shut while reading the atmosphere.
In the end, Kim Yong-won had no choice but to nod as Choi Jun-hee wanted.
"F-from the afternoon, you can go around with these people."
Watching Kim Yong-won hurriedly leave as if escaping after the meal, Jeong Ho-san inwardly clicked his tongue in bitterness.
What on earth was this about?
"You don't need to feel sorry for him. Well, we must look heartless from your perspective."
Jeong Ho-san turned his head at the voice from behind. He saw Choi Jun-hee standing crookedly.
"Well, I don't know the circumstances, so I shouldn't say, but I wonder if you really needed to speak to him like that."
At Jeong Ho-san's words, Hwang Ho-jin smiled and said:
"What, are you perhaps acquainted with Kim Yong-won from before?"
"Well, I was once a person of interest in a case Inspector Do Chae-hee was investigating. I didn't meet him, but he remembered me."
"Whatever that person said, it's better to forget it all."
Jeong Ho-san blinked at Choi Jun-hee's words.
"That person is from Team 1 and a Do Chae-hee fanboy."
"What?"
Jeong Ho-san acted like someone who knew nothing. As previously agreed with Do Chae-hee, he planned to just go along with the existing team here.
"Was there some problem with Team 1?"
"Ah, it was a team with so many problems, I don't even know where to start."
Choi Jun-hee, who patted Jeong Ho-san's back, said:
"How about we get an iced Americano after lunch?"
"...Alright."
Jeong Ho-san nodded for now.
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The three people who arrived at the cafe finished placing their orders in turn.
"I'll buy your coffee."
"It's okay..."
"Come on, what's wrong with a senior treating you?"
"Calling yourself a senior while buying a 2,000 won coffee from the in-house cafe?"
Hwang Ho-jin clicked his tongue looking at Choi Jun-hee. Unlike with Kim Yong-won where there seemed to be an invisible wall, these two seemed close. Jeong Ho-san carefully opened his mouth while looking at the two:
"Um... What do you mean there were many problems with Team 1?"
At Jeong Ho-san's words, both of their gazes sharpened. Though they were still smiling, their eyes had changed. The two exchanged indecipherable looks while glancing at each other, then looked back at Jeong Ho-san. Choi Jun-hee was the first to speak:
"Let me ask one thing first. Why did Jeong Ho-san decide to join ACID?"
"She means, why did you walk into this hell when you could have been successful just by staying put?"
Fortunately, he had already prepared an answer for this question.
-During the interview, and when you join ACID, everyone will ask Jeong Ho-san. Why on earth did you choose this thorny path when you could have been successful just by staying put? So it's better to prepare a definite answer for that.
At Do Chae-hee's advice, Jeong Ho-san had prepared his own answer.
"To be honest, I didn't intend to join ACID from the beginning. I made this decision because I heard the news that my friend had become a criminal."
The two's eyes shook at those words.
"That case where Jeong Ho-san was a person of interest, could it be..."
"The illegal gate incident. I'm not sure if you remember..."
"Ah, that case."
Since it was a case that even had a large-scale public wanted notice, anyone working at ACID would know about it. Moreover, it was a case where the culprit still hadn't been caught even after the public wanted notice.
"Did you come to find that friend?"
"That too, and I was curious about what circumstances led that friend to commit a crime."
It was a case that would come out immediately if they dug anyway, so Jeong Ho-san decided to honestly spill everything.
"...So I came this way to find that friend's whereabouts and to know exactly what happened."
"You must have cared for that friend a lot."
At Hwang Ho-jin's words, Jeong Ho-san closed his mouth tightly and just nodded. Jeong Ho-san, who clasped his hands together under the table, unconsciously fiddled with the red ring Kang Yi-sin had left behind.
Choi Jun-hee, who had been staring at that sight, smiled and said:
"Then you won't quit at least until you find out about that friend."
"Do many people quit?"
Hwang Ho-jin, who leaned back in his chair, shrugged his shoulders and opened his mouth:
"More than you can imagine."
There weren't many paths available for awakeners who weren't scouted by large guilds. They had to lower their expectations and join a small or medium-sized guild, or go overseas as mercenaries.
Working as a government-affiliated awakened didn't seem too bad among the remaining choices.
In fact, awakened affiliated with ACID were receiving quite good welfare benefits.
But the problem was the work intensity.
"The work here is on a different level from guilds."
"Being able to leisurely sip coffee at a cafe like this happens maybe once or twice in two weeks, if that."
"That's right. In that sense, our new recruit is really lucky. These premium talents are right here to answer your questions. Yeah, ask anything you're curious about. I'll answer everything I can answer."
At Choi Jun-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san gulped. If that was the case, there was a question he had wanted an answer to from earlier.
"You said there were many problems with Team 1, right? What kind of problems were they?"
At Jeong Ho-san's words, Choi Jun-hee quietly blinked.
"Is that all you're curious about? Well, I thought you'd ask things like how to do the work, how to use your annual leave, how to please Team Leader Song Cheon-gil."
"I was just concerned about it."
Choi Jun-hee nodded at Jeong Ho-san's words.
"Well, there's nothing I can't tell. That team is all ruined now anyway."
Choi Jun-hee, who tapped the table while saying that, continued in a subdued voice:
"If I had to sum up Team 1 in one phrase, it would be this. Do Chae-hee's one-man team."
"Do Chae-hee's... one-man team?"
"Yes, Director Park Cheol-wan really pushed her hard. I know they knew each other from before, but it was really blatant. It doesn't make sense for someone in their mid-20s to become the leader of ACID Team 1 from the start, right?"
Thinking of Song Cheon-gil, the leader of Team 2, it was certainly a fast promotion that could be called exceptional. Moreover, didn't Kim Yong-won say it too? That Team 1 was the face of ACID.
The situation where a novice in their mid-20s became the leader of Team 1, beating out people with over a decade of experience, was certainly not normal.
"Do you know what Team 2 did while Team 1 swept up all the cool cases that got media spotlight? We were just catching petty thieves. Petty thieves, murderers, fraudsters. No matter how many of those people we catch, not a single line appears in the media. But the cases Do Chae-hee took? They were on the news every day."
It certainly was like that. Even the case Kang Yi-sin was involved in was handled by Inspector Do Chae-hee, and the Bomnal Orphanage case after that, and the Weltschmerz case that followed were all Team 1's work.
"I wouldn't say anything if she at least had the skills. But she always fails on top of that. Do you know what her case closure rate is? Haha, it's barely 30%, if that."
Choi Jun-hee gritted her teeth.
"Fine, I don't care if she became team leader through connections or whatever. But I can't stand our team being called incompetent along with her."
ACID was always criticized as incompetent in the media. Because all the cases Do Chae-hee handled kept blowing up. Though the cause might not lie with Do Chae-hee as an individual, it was perfect for making Do Chae-hee look incompetent in the end.
"Do you know what we called Inspector Do Chae-hee?"
Choi Jun-hee continued with a bitter smile:
"Princess."
"That's..."
"Do you think we're being too harsh?"
Jeong Ho-san couldn't give any answer to Choi Jun-hee's words. Jeong Ho-san knows Do Chae-hee as a person. How much she agonizes and suffers too.
But their words had a point too. It was true that Do Chae-hee was walking a path of success that others couldn't even imagine, on the red carpet laid out by Director Park Cheol-wan.
"Of course, if we had to pick the person most at fault, it would be Director Park Cheol-wan. He brought in one young girl, set her up as a figurehead, and just doted on her. But still. To me, Inspector Do Chae-hee looks like the same kind of person."
"...Hmm."
Jeong Ho-san closed his mouth. Certainly, Do Chae-hee under Director Park Cheol-wan was unparalleled in her high-handedness. The situation, the environment must have made her that way.
"Honestly, I can understand why Director Park Cheol-wan pushed Inspector Do Chae-hee into the media. She's quite pretty. It certainly made for a good picture."
"Hmm."
Jeong Ho-san smiled awkwardly at those words. He didn't want to evaluate Do Chae-hee's face behind her back. At that lukewarm reaction, Choi Jun-hee grumbled:
"I feel like I'm the only bad person here."
"That's right, bad person."
At Hwang Ho-jin's words, Choi Jun-hee blushed and grumbled:
"I'm not the only one who said these things. You did too, right? Everyone else said the same things."
"It's not something you should proudly say anywhere. Especially not in front of a new recruit on their first day."
"That's true."
The two smiled bitterly at each other like that. Choi Jun-hee took a sip of her iced Americano and continued:
"So I was really surprised to hear that Inspector Do Chae-hee stepped down, no, was kicked out from the team leader position. I thought those two would go together for life. Even if Inspector Do Chae-hee caused trouble, I wonder if it was enough to drive her out like this."
"I know, right."
The two who were talking like that kept glancing at Jeong Ho-san who continued to stay silent. They were excited to talk earlier, but now they seemed concerned about Jeong Ho-san's reaction.
"I know it's really bad to talk behind someone's back at our first meeting, but still, um, I had a lot pent up! And I also heard that Inspector Do Chae-hee might come here."
"Here?"
"Well, there's nowhere else for her to go, right? She'll probably stay in Team 1 until it's completely gone, but after that, Inspector Do Chae-hee will have to transfer too. This is the only team left under ACID anyway."
Choi Jun-hee sighed deeply, seemingly displeased at the thought of having to work with someone she disliked so much. Hwang Ho-jin also looked uncomfortable.
"She'll probably be much more uncomfortable than us though."
"You mean it's daunting to think of facing her after badmouthing her like this?"
"I can't say that's not true."
Choi Jun-hee, who said that, muttered softly:
"But come to think of it, there's no reason to get along with her, right? Kim Yong-won will probably take good care of her anyway."
"Right, that person would probably take good care of her saying 'Inspector Do Chae-hee! What brings you to this humble place! I'll serve you well from now on.'"
The two exchanged words again, leaving Jeong Ho-san out. Jeong Ho-san quietly stared at the edge of the table.
The evaluation of Do Chae-hee was much worse than expected.
From finding the real villain behind Director Park Cheol-wan, to facing the cold gazes within ACID. Isn't this situation too harsh for Do Chae-hee as an individual to bear?
Of course, Do Chae-hee said it was all something she had to go through...
'Ugh.'
Jeong Ho-san decided to observe this situation for now. Didn't Do Chae-hee say so too? That if it really becomes unbearable, it would be enough just to listen to her story then. It wasn't right for him to step in before that.
While Jeong Ho-san was lost in thought, Choi Jun-hee continued speaking:
"Anyway, Team 1's work came to us after that incident. That's why Team Leader Song Cheon-gil is busy... We even took on the Weltschmerz case."
Weltschmerz, Jeong Ho-san blinked at those words.
"Team 2 took on the Weltschmerz case?"
"All the cases Team 1 was handling came to us. We're completely swamped because of it."
"But we finally got a pretty decent case."
"So far, it feels like we're just doing the same thing every day though."
"If it was always this leisurely like today, this job would be quite doable."
"Y-you shouldn't say that!"
"Oops!"
Just as Hwang Ho-jin covered his mouth, the pager on Choi Jun-hee's waist started ringing. Choi Jun-hee glared at Hwang Ho-jin and checked her pager.
"Nice!"
"What do you mean nice! Why do I have to go when you're the one who blabbed?"
As Choi Jun-hee said, Hwang Ho-jin's pager was silent. It seemed only Choi Jun-hee was being dispatched for this case.
"Have a good trip."
Hwang Ho-jin just waved his hand at Choi Jun-hee. Choi Jun-hee, who stood up abruptly, said to Jeong Ho-san:
"Let's go together?"
"What?"
But it's the first day? He hadn't even received proper explanations yet? Hwang Ho-jin smiled while pushing Jeong Ho-san's back:
"Seeing as only Unit 1 was called, it doesn't seem like a difficult case, so why don't you go and see? There's nothing more certain than seeing firsthand what kind of work you'll be doing from now on, right?"
Jeong Ho-san's jaw dropped.
And so Jeong Ho-san was dragged into an unscheduled dispatch.
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When Jeong Ho-san came to his senses, he was already in Choi Jun-hee's car.
"Fasten your seatbelt tightly."
"Don't we have a separate patrol car?"
"Ah, that junk? We can't make it on time if we use that."
Choi Jun-hee, who said that, tapped the glove compartment and took out a portable siren from inside.
'Portable' 'siren'. While Jeong Ho-san was blinking at that mismatched combination, Choi Jun-hee smiled and stuck the siren on the car roof.
"Now, let's go."
The moment Choi Jun-hee stepped on the accelerator, an ear-splitting noise started blaring from the siren.
As Jeong Ho-san opened and closed his mouth at the sound that nearly deafened him, Choi Jun-hee said:
"This way, they'll know right away it's an ACID car!"
Jeong Ho-san nodded blankly at Choi Jun-hee's voice, which was almost shouting. He couldn't say things like it would be better to just ride an ACID-owned car, or if this method was really necessary.
Because his body was stuck to the car due to Choi Jun-hee's rough driving that followed.
At the sound of the siren, the cars lined up in front struggled to make way. A cleanly emptied road appeared in front of Choi Jun-hee.
"E-everyone's cooperating well."
"Ah, not really, it's because I'll just push through any car blocking the way."
"I-is that allowed?"
Choi Jun-hee smiled.
"Yes, we're not responsible for vehicles damaged during dispatch. You could say it's one of the few perks of this job?"
Haha! Choi Jun-hee laughed like that and stepped on the accelerator. Vroom, it floated. Surely, the car just floated now. Jeong Ho-san's eyes shook.
Though Jeong Ho-san had experienced all sorts of things while conquering gates, he couldn't get used to a car shooting like a bullet through the city in broad daylight.
The car body shaking as if it would break apart at every turn, his body swaying back and forth from centrifugal force, the direction changing constantly.
While Choi Jun-hee stepped on the accelerator with a grin, Jeong Ho-san firmly gripped the handle attached to the car window and prayed he could get out of this car safely.
What if the car gets torn apart by centrifugal force like this? No, wouldn't it be faster for the window to break and my body to be swept out? Jeong Ho-san endured the driving that was close to violence with his eyes tightly shut.
When they finally arrived at the scene, Jeong Ho-san got out of the car in a battered state. His hand trembled as he grabbed the door to open it.
The uniform shirt he had carefully ironed without a single wrinkle had its buttons popped off as it was swept left and right, exposing his chest. His hair, which he had carefully combed up, was disheveled with his bangs slightly falling down. Jeong Ho-san brushed up the bangs covering his eyes and made a bewildered expression.
To end up like this just from riding in a car for about 10 minutes.
Choi Jun-hee, who had been in the driver's seat, looked fine, even better than before. Choi Jun-hee, whose face looked refreshed as if she had shaken off all her stress, grabbed her pager.
"Where is everyone?"
As if also functioning as a radio, a voice was heard from the pager.
"Yeah, I brought the new recruit. Uh, we'll join soon."
Choi Jun-hee patted Jeong Ho-san's back, who still hadn't come to his senses. Jeong Ho-san finally came to his senses and raised his head. Only then did the situation come into view.
He could see that ACID team members had already arrived and were controlling the situation. Red control lines had been set up, and he could see a few people milling about inside. Beyond the already controlled road, he could see citizens hurriedly turning their cars around.
Choi Jun-hee pointed to a convenience store and said:
"The friends who were patrolling came right away, but they lost the culprit. He's in there. With hostages."
Choi Jun-hee, who pointed at the convenience store, frowned. A man strode towards Choi Jun-hee as if he had spotted her from afar.
"You've arrived?"
"Yeah, brief me on the situation."
The man quickly briefed on the situation.
"The culprit robbed a nearby jewelry store about 20 minutes ago. It seems he didn't check that the owner had an artifact specifically for awakeners. The culprit, who received an unexpected attack from the owner, panicked and used his ability..."
"What was his ability again?"
"Ice-type."
While Choi Jun-hee clicked her tongue, the man continued speaking.
"The jewelry store owner died on the scene. A few citizens nearby also suffered frostbite while the culprit was fleeing and have been taken to the hospital."
"And our culprit?"
"He couldn't run far. Our team members who were patrolling nearby received the report immediately and arrived here. As soon as he saw our team members, he seemed to panic and holed up in that convenience store."
"The people in the convenience store?"
"Kyung-hoon saw, they're still alive."
Choi Jun-hee's expression darkened. It was good news that the hostages were alive for now. But what a cornered culprit might do...
"Let's go over there for now."
Five or six people were gathered in front of the convenience store. They all nodded slightly at Choi Jun-hee.
"Kyung-hoon. How's the situation inside?"
At Team Leader Choi Jun-hee's words, Park Kyung-hoon's pupils, who had x-ray vision ability, turned green.
"There are three hostages in total. The culprit is by the counter, and the hostages are in the room behind the counter. We can't approach the hostages without getting past the culprit."
"Is everyone alright?"
"For now."
"Phew."
Choi Jun-hee made a troubled expression.
"This is the most difficult situation. A hostage situation."
Choi Jun-hee, who slightly turned her head towards Jeong Ho-san, sighed and said:
"I guess we need to talk to the culprit first."
There was no need to hold up a megaphone in an old-fashioned way. Choi Jun-hee called one of the women standing around.
"Hey, uh, who's from the support team?"
"Song Min-ah from Unit 3 support team."
Choi Jun-hee nodded at Song Min-ah's words and said:
"Set up a line inside. So I can talk to the culprit."
"Yes!"
The woman immediately drew up her mana. A pair of small birds were created at the woman's gesture. One bird stayed on the woman's hand, while the other flew into the convenience store where the culprit was.
"Connection established."
[W-what is it?]
The culprit's voice was heard through the bird's mouth. Jeong Ho-san's eyes shook at the young voice that seemed to have barely passed puberty.
But Choi Jun-hee continued speaking without any hesitation:
"You already know the situation. You're surrounded and there's no way out. You know it won't end well if you harm the hostages."
[I-I've already killed someone. I know what happens to people who kill!]
"One or four, it doesn't matter? How about this. The sentence would be quite different. If you surrender now..."
[No, I won't surrender! I-I'd rather die here than go to prison!]
Choi Jun-hee's face crumpled.
She cursed silently and gestured to her surroundings. At Choi Jun-hee's gesture, the team members who had been holding their breath carefully approached the convenience store.
The problem was...
[It's, it's over. It's all over. Rather...]
The culprit's state was much more unstable than expected.
"No, don't! Wait a moment!"
Before Choi Jun-hee could open her mouth, magic power violently surged from inside.
Jeong Ho-san gathered magic power in his legs. Though there was no order to enter... he couldn't just stand by and watch this situation.
The world slowed down.
To Jeong Ho-san, who had strengthened his body to the limit with physical enhancement, the world looked slow. Jeong Ho-san kicked the ground with his magic power-filled foot.
Passing by the team members slowly entering, Jeong Ho-san's body instantly reached the convenience store wall. Jeong Ho-san, who flew inside by breaking through the wall, confirmed the culprit who was exploding with magic power.
As he confirmed the culprit's pupils dyed blue, click, time flowed. The culprit hastily poured the magic power he had drawn up onto this uninvited guest.
"Ugh!"
Cold magic power touched his whole body. The magic power gathered in the air soon became sharp thorns flying towards Jeong Ho-san. Jeong Ho-san wrapped his face with both arms to protect it.
The thorns made of ice couldn't pierce Jeong Ho-san's tough forearms and shattered in mid-air. The culprit's face blurred as he saw the ice shards scattering.
The culprit, who was hit by Jeong Ho-san's body, immediately lost consciousness.
"Huff, huff."
Jeong Ho-san examined the culprit. As felt in his voice, the culprit had a young face that seemed to be barely a high school student. Jeong Ho-san frowned as he looked at the soft chin without a single beard.
"A kid like this..."
Why, such an act?
To become a murderer at an age when he should be honing his abilities at Hunter Academy.
"A-are you alright?"
Belatedly, ACID team members started pouring in. Jeong Ho-san grabbed someone's outstretched hand and got up from his seat. Jeong Ho-san turned his head at the sharp gaze he felt from behind and stiffened his expression.
An angry-faced Choi Jun-hee was glaring at Jeong Ho-san.
"Geez! How can you enter like that without saying anything?"
"I'm sorry. The situation looked urgent..."
"Haah."
Choi Jun-hee, who exhaled shortly, shook her head and said:
"No. If it weren't for our new recruit, things could have gotten worse. Well, let's get the hostages out first?"
At Choi Jun-hee's gesture, the ACID team members who had been stiff until now started moving.
"Sob sob, thank you."
"W-we're alive!"
The convenience store employee and customer who had been trapped by the culprit burst into tears as they went outside. Jeong Ho-san watched them with mixed feelings.
Seeing them made the act committed by the child who had fainted from his attack feel real.
"This child, no, I mean the culprit..."
Choi Jun-hee restrained the culprit's hands and feet with the artifact she wore on her waist and said:
"For now, we need to move him to the ACID detention center. A temporary detention center. The real detention center was destroyed last time. But it's enough to restrain guys like this."
"After he's moved to the detention center..."
"After his sentence is determined through trial, he'll pay the appropriate price for his crime. As you know, the price for awakener crimes is always harsh."
This young child probably won't see the outside world again. Both Choi Jun-hee and Jeong Ho-san knew this child's future.
"Such a young child..."
"This isn't that young, you know. Believe me, you see all sorts of guys doing this job."
Choi Jun-hee said as if it wasn't a big deal.
"Load him up."
At Choi Jun-hee's words, two ACID team members rushed over and took the culprit away. Choi Jun-hee looked at Jeong Ho-san, who couldn't take his eyes off the culprit, and said:
"We don't need that kind of sympathy or understanding. We catch those who do bad things. That's our job. So get your head straight."
"Yes."
"Awakeners are dangerous no matter how old they are. That guy could have done the same thing if he was 10 years old, not 16. So throw away that meager sense of guilt. It's the most useless thing in ACID."
You can't gauge the danger of awakeners just by looking at them. In this world, a child barely reaching your waist could crush a person to death with one finger, and an old person who could barely walk alone could burst someone's head with one word.
So Choi Jun-hee had no choice but to be resolute.
"An innocent person died today because of that guy. Let's not forget that."
That was the only thing that mattered to her.
Catching those who have done bad things.
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Though I gave all the money I earned at the casino to John, fortunately, thanks to turning Diana, I had enough money to return to Korea.
Edward's expression became strange when he saw me putting my hand into the black hole summoned by Han Seo-hyeon and taking out money.
"What's that magic hole?"
"Don't call it a magic hole, it feels weird..."
"What is it? You put your hand in the hole and money just comes out?"
"It's stuff I put in there before."
I hope he doesn't misunderstand that I have some kind of magic club that can produce gold. I should take it out secretly next time, as it could give Edward the wrong impression.
—I think secretly taking things out of a hole would look more suspicious. Can't you just deposit money in a bank normally?
'Well, piling up cash like this and circulating it each time feels much more villainous, you know?'
—Geez, you care about the strangest things.
Han Seo-hyeon shooed away Edward, who was loitering near the hole, with a half-hearted gesture as if chasing away a beggar who came begging.
"It's not your money, ahjussi, so go away."
"Ahjussi..."
Ironically, it was me who was hit by those words, but still.
—Hmm, in terms of mental age, you seem far from being an uncle, so don't worry.
'Not physical age but mental age?'
In terms of mental age, aren't I the most ahjussi-like here? I tilted my head, but since Ray didn't continue speaking, the conversation ended there.
Anyway, with that money, I safely bought tickets to go to Korea.
There were five people in total, but I only bought four tickets. Well, I had no choice since I only had 4 prepared identities. The inspection for leaving the country was more thorough than expected, so it was almost impossible to pass without a pre-prepared ID. Well, I could get a new identity since I have a lot of money, but when would I find a trustworthy ID forger and place an order?
'It's definitely not because I'm stingy with money. You know? Time is money.'
—Technically, isn't gold money too?
'Huh?'
—Just be honest.
'I thought it would be a waste to spend money when legal free-riding was possible!'
—That's the spirit! Always be upright! This is better than making unnecessary excuses in a petty way!
I just clenched my fist at Ray's words telling me not to make unnecessary excuses from now on. Damn it! I'll get revenge for this humiliation someday.
Just then, I felt a terrible pain in my calf.
"Ugh!"
I bit my lip at Kim Jae-ho's hand clawing at my leg.
'Just bear with it a little longer!'
I promised to buy lots of delicious things when we got off! Can't you endure that short moment!
Kim Jae-ho's anger at missing the in-flight meal was tremendous.
* * *
After arriving in Korea through various difficulties, we headed to our lodg... no, we rushed to a soup restaurant as soon as we finished the entry procedures.
We had to put something in the angry Kim Jae-ho's mouth first. The reason our first meal after returning home ended up being soup was because of our team's great magician whose taste was too mature for his age.
"I feel alive now."
I inwardly shook my head at the sight of Han Seo-hyeon lifting the earthenware bowl and downing the soup in one shot.
'He really has some ahjussi-like sides that don't suit him.'
Edward, who was worried the soup might not suit his taste, was eating it better than expected. Though it was a bit unpleasant to see him sticking out his tongue after burning it on his first hasty spoonful, it was somewhat admirable that he was still emptying the bowl despite that.
'Well, people who eat well are good, right?'
Nibbling feels like, how should I say, it lacks appeal? Like just watching makes you feel like your fortune is decreasing.
"Uhuhuung?"
"Swallow what's in your mouth before speaking."
Though I don't like the type that shows all the contents in their mouth like that either. Kim Jae-ho, who swallowed his food at my words, said:
"What are we having for dessert?"
"You even know the word dessert?"
"...Are you looking down on Jae-ho hyung?"
At Han Seo-hyeon's sharp words, I hurriedly shook my head.
"No, no! That's not it..."
"I want a White Chocolate Mocha Frappuccino."
It was the first time in my life I heard Kim Jae-ho say such a complex word. I covered my mouth.
To think our Jae-ho memorized a word with so many syllables.
"Let's go to a cafe. Of course I can buy it, how could I not buy that one thing our Jae-ho wants to eat?"
* * *
After finishing a splendid second round of eating at the cafe, we finally headed to our lodging. I felt excited at the thought of going home after a long time.
'Though I did bring an unexpected piece of luggage.'
But there's a spare room left, so no need to worry. Hmm, I should decorate Cha Song-jin's room a bit more properly too, should we go to IKEA after a long time?
—It's good that you've finally abandoned that damned creative urge.
'...I don't think it was that bad.'
—It was bad! It was.
Tsk. If only I had a bit more dexterity. The result was quite terrible, but it was quite fun while making it. Well, anyway, since everyone is dissuading me like this, maybe it's better to find a new hobby.
While I was exchanging words with Ray, Han Seo-hyeon's bird arrived at its destination before I knew it. When the bird stopped at what looked like the middle of a mountain with nothing around, Edward blinked in confusion.
"Is this the right place? It looks like there's nothing here."
"Haha, you'll be surprised when you see our base."
I smiled. I didn't forget to register Edward as a guest. It's enough that Cha Song-jin was surprised and fell over seeing the illusion. I took Edward's hand and moved forward. Edward's eyes shook as he saw my body smoothly entering the cliff.
"Ta-da, welcome to our base."
Edward, who saw our base, opened his mouth wide and muttered:
"So people live in places like this too..."
At those words, Cha Song-jin burst into laughter.
"What do you mean by that! This place is so cool. Every single brick you see there has Seo-hyeon's and my sincerity in it."
"You made all the bricks here yourself?"
"That's right!"
"...Why on earth would you do such a thing?"
I lost the will to argue with Edward's words. Instead, I shouted:
"It may look like this from the outside, but the inside is different! It's amazing!"
—The interior isn't something to brag about that much.
I deliberately ignored Ray's quibble. It's true that the inside is definitely more worth seeing than the outside.
I opened the door while performing magic BGM with my mouth.
"Ta-ra-ra-ra~ Ta-ra-ra-ra~"
Edward's eyes, which were full of expectation, became cloudy.
"...I don't see anything."
I hurriedly turned on the lights. But even after turning on the lights, Edward's reaction was still lukewarm.
"Isn't the wall too gloomy?"
"Gloomy! Should a villain's base be in full color?"
"Is there a reason to make it all black like this?"
"Eek!"
This, this! Bad guy with no aesthetic sense at all!
—Well, if you think about the textbook he made, between the two of you, who lacks aesthetic sense... I'll stop here.
I got sulky at Ray's words. It's not about aesthetic sense. A villain's base should have an aura that looks impressive just by looking at it. Although I know it became a lost cause from the moment I brought in IKEA furniture, I still can't give up on the black wallpaper.
Han Seo-hyeon, holding a translator in his hand behind me, stuttered:
"Our boss painted that wall."
At those words, Edward's shoulders twitched. I sighed and added:
"I carefully applied putty and everything..."
"Oh, now that I look again, it seems kind of cool."
It's not comforting at all when you say that with a face that clearly shows it's not cool. I quickly grabbed Edward's nape as he tried to stride inside.
"You have to take off your shoes before entering."
Where are you trying to go in like that?
Only after putting on cute animal indoor slippers could Edward step inside.
—For someone who was going on about the aura of a villain's base, what are those?
'...Jae-ho said he wanted lions.'
And I absolutely couldn't bend Kim Jae-ho's stubbornness.
Yes, our base's identity had long since crumbled. From the moment we brought in IKEA furniture...
—No, that was the best choice among the ones you made.
I should have brought in handmade furniture carefully crafted by artisans. Yes, now that we've lost to mass-produced goods-
"Maybe the black wallpaper is a bit much after all..."
Han Seo-hyeon gritted his teeth looking at me becoming depressed at Edward's comment.
"No! I like that black. It's gloomy and dark. Anyone would see it and think, huh? It's just like a villain's base."
"That's right! I, I also thought it wasn't great at first, but, um, the more I look at it, the more attached I get to it! And, and somehow I feel like I can concentrate better."
My mouth corners slowly turned up at Han Seo-hyeon and Cha Song-jin's words.
"Really? That's right, right? See, it's not that bad after all. Then, do you know how much I deliberated in choosing this color? I agonized so much between charcoal, black, and real black."
Cha Song-jin poked Edward's side. Edward, who had been looking around the living room for a while, continued with a sheepish face:
"Haha! W-well, now that I look again, it does seem impressive. No, but what's with this crappy painting? If you just repaint this part, the living room would look much neater and better!"
"Uh..."
That painting...
"Ahaha, I also thought that painting didn't match our living room decor. But you know, it's a painting the kids I used to look after drew before they left, so I just couldn't erase it."
At those words, Cha Song-jin and Edward's faces turned pale. I didn't mean for them to feel guilty. Edward, whose pupils were shaking finely, hurriedly turned his gaze elsewhere.
"Did I say painting? No, I meant to say chair! Yeah, I wanted to say that if we just throw out this crappy chair, it would be perfect. Um, I'm, not very good at English, you see."
At those words, it was Han Seo-hyeon's face that turned pale, not mine. Han Seo-hyeon flew in like the wind and covered Edward's mouth.
"Chair, no! Sh-shut up!"
At that reaction, I realized for certain.
My chair really is tacky.
"I, I need to rest a bit."
Feeling suddenly dizzy, I hastily decided to take a break.
It hurt. On the emotional side. I entered my room and crouched down, muttering:
'I should throw out that chair tomorrow.'
—No, you don't need to throw it out...
'He said it's crappy!'
—No, it might not be that crappy. It's just, while it's completely useless as a chair, a villain's base might need one haunted chair like that...
'Are you defending or beating with a shield?'
I buried my face in my knees while returning the words I heard a few days ago in a similar way.
Sob sob, I'm definitely throwing out a chair like that!
* * *
After Kang Yi-sin staggered into his room, Cha Song-jin slapped his forehead.
"Was that chair made by the boss?"
"Yeah! Our boss worked so hard to make that with his non-existent skills! What are we going to do about this atmosphere!"
Cha Song-jin gritted his teeth looking at the confused Eddie.
To think he'd crush Kang Yi-sin's mental with three consecutive home runs. Should this be considered amazing too?
Han Seo-hyeon, who was panting while pounding on the translator, shouted at Eddie with an angry expression:
"Why are you crushing our boss's spirit!"
Cha Song-jin looked at Eddie and said:
"Let's fix this situation."
Eddie shouted with a flustered expression:
"How?"
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When I went out for breakfast the next morning, I was surprised. It was because I saw Edward sitting on the chair I was about to throw away. Han Seo-hyeon, who read my gaze, quickly opened his mouth.
"We only have four dining chairs."
"Well, but..."
Edward smiled brightly as soon as his eyes met mine.
"Isn't that terribly uncomfortable for your back?"
"Ah, it seems to depend on body type. You know, it seems uncomfortable for us Asians because we have longer waists, but it seems to fit him well as a Westerner."
I don't think any of us had particularly long waists though.
But seeing Edward sitting on that chair with a bright smile, it was hard to say it was completely wrong.
"Hmm, so it's good for Westerners?"
"Yes, he even said the occasional tingling feeling is like getting a low-frequency massage and feels good."
"Are you sure he said low-frequency? Didn't he say curse? I heard the translator sometimes spits out meanings in a really strange way..."
The review is so good it's rather suspicious. But Han Seo-hyeon said with a firm expression:
"He really said it was good. Look."
[It's so, so good. This chair, it might be a hit if we export it?]
"Somehow his way of speaking seems strange."
"I told you, he said it feels like a massage. It's because it feels so refreshing, so good."
Edward kept giving me thumbs up while looking at me. Well, if he likes it that much. Maybe it's a bit much to be suspicious.
"Haha, I see! So it was for foreigners."
—Wouldn't nationality be irrelevant for a chair?
'The kids said so! What would you know without a physical body to sit on a chair?'
—How petty, attacking with facts...
To suddenly act wronged when he attacked with facts much more. I ignored Ray's whining.
"Right, there's no reason to throw out a perfectly good chair. Okay, from now on that chair will be Edward's."
[Oh, oh.]
I answered with a smile to Edward who was raising his hand, so pleased.
* * *
Before stopping by IKEA to buy necessary items, I decided to first check what had happened in Korea in the meantime.
I already knew that Jeong Ho-san was alive and well. If anything dangerous had happened to Jeong Ho-san, Han Seo-hyeon would have definitely informed me.
'No matter how much he dislikes Jeong Ho-san, he knows I wouldn't just let his death slide.'
So thanks to that, I knew Jeong Ho-san was alive with all his limbs intact, but even so, I couldn't help but worry.
Why?
Because he joined that damn ACD.
So, how should I put it, I couldn't help but be curious about how my friend was living.
"What is it?"
As expected, Han Seo-hyeon is quick-witted.
"Just wondering if that guy is doing well."
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon frowned without even asking who "that guy" was.
"Didn't you say you wouldn't care about him anymore?"
"Well, since he joined ACD. Maybe, you know, some problem might have occurred there. Ah, I definitely won't go meet him. You know, I can still be curious about how he's living, right?"
—People call that caring, you know.
Han Seo-hyeon, who glared at me, sighed.
"Haah..."
But his closing his eyes quietly means he's going to answer my question. He must be receiving information from the Mouse-stone and Bird-stone scattered around Jeong Ho-san. I waited for Han Seo-hyeon's answer with my hands neatly folded.
How much time had passed? Han Seo-hyeon tilted his head and said looking at me:
"Hmm... How should I put this."
"What is it?"
I was able to hear about Jeong Ho-san's situation from Han Seo-hyeon.
* * *
"What is it."
Jeong Ho-san looked at the kid glaring at him from beyond the detention cell.
Name Kim Hyun-ki. Age 16. A child with D-grade potential ice talent. Currently unemployed, not registered at Hunter Academy. Though it might not be right to call a mere sixteen-year-old "unemployed", that was the occupation written on the report for that guy.
He tried to attend a regular school, but no school would accept him, so he couldn't even become a student, and thus fell to the very bottom without ever having anyone's hand to hold.
The height of the guy who hadn't grown properly due to poor nutrition was barely in the mid-160s, making him look even younger than his age.
No matter how you look at it, it was hard to believe this tiny guy had committed such an act.
But the guy's crime was certain.
Thanks to being caught at the scene, he couldn't even deny it.
The guy robbed a jewelry store, killed one person in the process, injured five people, and occupied and destroyed private property.
The guy's crimes were so certain and clear.
What's uncertain is the story hidden behind this guy.
"Did you sleep well last night?"
The guy's eyes shook at Jeong Ho-san's question.
"You caught me, and you're not here to mock me."
"We found a guardian, but there's no one who will come here for you."
Kim Hyun-ki clenched his fists at Jeong Ho-san's words.
"If I had parents or something who would come to a place like this, I wouldn't have done such a thing in the first place."
"Why did you do it?"
Kim Hyun-ki closed his mouth tightly at Jeong Ho-san's words. Jeong Ho-san sighed.
"Nothing will change even if you keep your mouth shut like this."
"Nothing will change even if I open my mouth, right? Isn't that so? You're going to throw me in an awakener-only cell anyway. And I'll never be able to get out, my, my life is already over!"
Kim Hyun-ki spat out curses at Jeong Ho-san. Get rid of that pathetic sympathy and get out of here! Just looking at your face makes me sick! At the guy's words, Jeong Ho-san couldn't even think of saying anything more and had no choice but to turn away.
There was someone waiting for him outside the detention center. Jeong Ho-san's feet stopped at the unexpected face.
"You're showing your rookie colors. Coming all the way here."
Jeong Ho-san smiled sheepishly at Choi Jun-hee's words.
"What brings you here..."
"All rookies come here once. It's not to mock the person you put in, but to ask this once after seeing their face. 'What happened?', right?"
Jeong Ho-san just blinked at the accurate guess, as if she had been watching his actions.
"You weren't watching me by any chance, were you?"
"Haha, no. Just, I did the same thing."
Choi Jun-hee continued with a bitter smile.
"There's nothing we can do. That means our part is over."
"Because we caught the culprit?"
"Yes, what comes next is for the judge, prosecutor, and lawyer to handle. We catch those who have done bad things, that's it."
"But..."
"The evidence isn't lacking, the witnesses are certain. What more can we do in a case like this?"
Thanks to being caught at the scene, there was nothing more to add. All the evidence was at the scene, and it ends with handing over that collected evidence.
"You know, rookie."
Choi Jun-hee, who stood crookedly with her arms folded, continued:
"We shouldn't try to understand the culprits."
"...We shouldn't?"
"Yes. Because that's not allowed for us. Yeah, they had inevitable circumstances. They had reasons to do this. Even if we think like that, it's our loss, you know."
"What exactly do you mean by our loss?"
"It's not like we're going to let them go, right? Even if we understand, even if we think they had no choice, we still have to catch those people."
Choi Jun-hee tapped her head.
"Whether we understand those people in our heads or not, all we can do is throw them in jail. So there's no point in saying we understand them or whatever when that's all we can do."
Choi Jun-hee had seen all sorts of stories doing this job. Her previous words weren't empty talk.
"That kid probably has a pitiful story too. Anyone can see he has no parents and nothing to his name, why else would he rob a jewelry store. At best, it's poverty. So what? Do we let him go? Because he has a pitiful story?"
Choi Jun-hee said.
"That's a choice we shouldn't make, rookie. We don't have the option to let someone go just because they committed a crime for pitiful reasons."
There was a time he let someone go. For Jeong Ho-san. Though it was only for his one and only friend, Jeong Ho-san had made such a 'wrong' choice before.
Of course, he later regretted that choice.
"Even so. I need to hear it. Why he ended up doing such a thing."
"Why? You'll just end up hurt."
"I want to understand why he did such a thing. And I want to take at least minimal responsibility."
"Take responsibility? What responsibility..."
"Anyway, I'm the one who put that kid in there. So, even if I can't defend the choice he made, I still want to hear why he made such a choice."
At Jeong Ho-san's words, Choi Jun-hee made an incredulous expression.
"No way. Where is there a police officer who takes responsibility for such things?"
"Haha."
Seeing Jeong Ho-san's smile, Choi Jun-hee shook her head. For this fool who would use his precious little break time to care about the criminal he put away, Choi Jun-hee had only one thing to say.
"Even if you do that, you'll be the one who gets hurt."
* * *
After receiving all that information, I scratched my somehow heated nape.
"This is really..."
Should I say it's just like Jeong Ho-san.
Well, Jeong Ho-san said he went there to understand me. This not-so-funny farce now is probably because of that too.
Jeong Ho-san will now overlap criminals with me.
'What a fool.'
He's such an honest and upright guy that once he decides on something, he'll try to keep it no matter what.
He fell into the mud saying he would understand me, so he'll sincerely try to understand this mud.
They say those who gaze into the abyss become monsters in the abyss.
I fell into that abyss and ended up becoming the same monster, but you, what about you?
I couldn't bring myself to say welcome to this dirty world.
But you know...
'Maybe the world needs people like Jeong Ho-san. Because no one else tried to understand those people at the very bottom.'
There was no one who tried to understand the circumstances of people at the bottom.
Seol Rok-jin only pushed people down to the bottom, and I condoned it.
There were many people who tried to push back down those trying to climb up from the bottom. They usually said things like 'know your place'.
And there were people who looked down into that bottom and beat them saying they got dirty. Do Chae-hee was like that.
Later, when I realized that abyss was created by someone and looked up, everything was too late.
In that hell created by someone, there was no one who tried to understand those who fell into that hell.
Why?
Because those with understanding, and those with the ability to pull them out of hell, didn't want to understand hell.
The problem is that path will be damn difficult.
'Jeong Ho-san really is a damn friend.'
—Didn't you say you'd ignore him?
'How can I turn a blind eye to someone who fell into this mud because of me?'
It's clear that my top priority has become Weltschmerz activities.
But that doesn't mean I'll neglect him walking towards death because of me.
'In that sense, I should contact reporter Nam Ju-hyeon after a long time.'
—You haven't forgotten what you entrusted to her, have you?
'Hmm...'
I can't forget.
'But there's something more urgent now.'
—I'm not sure if that reporter will agree though.
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Before contacting reporter Nam Ju-hyeon, there were many things I needed to look into separately. Because of this, unfortunately, I couldn't go to IKEA together.
—Is it really unfortunate? Your mouth corners are turning up.
'What are you saying? How could I want to miss out on fun shopping time with our kids!'
Yeah, right! As if I'd miss having to watch Han Seo-hyeon's reaction every time something is put in the cart and Kim Jae-ho's reaction every time we pass the stuffed animal corner.
Besides, now there's a reliable guardian even without me. I passed the guardian hat to Cha Song-jin.
"Um, do you really think I'm enough?"
"Of course, you're the oldest hyung among us."
"Well, that's true, but..."
—You're using the 'hyung' card quite efficiently at times like this.
'Well, I realized having a hyung isn't as bad as I thought.'
It's nice, this hyung thing. The resistance I felt calling someone a few years younger than me 'hyung' disappeared, buried under overwhelming comfort.
Besides, Cha Song-jin was hyung-like. Well, yes! Though he's a bit timid, if you look closely, he has a strong personality that says what needs to be said, and, um, he's somewhat responsible too, and at least...
'He's so happy when you call him hyung.'
I smirked watching Cha Song-jin pat his chest with both fists, repeating "I'm the guardian!" several times.
"Ah, right. If Jae-ho asks to buy stuffed animals, buy him up to two."
"T-two?"
"Yeah."
I'd like to buy just one if possible, but I had no choice because of the in-flight meal incident.
'Even though I gave up my food once to send him down, he still made such a fuss. Come on, I need to eat too...'
We split the two in-flight meals that came, but why was he so upset? Am I supposed to starve? Especially since the in-flight meals ran out and we couldn't order more, what was I supposed to do!
But Kim Jae-ho didn't understand my situation and exacted fierce revenge on me. My bruised calf from then still hurt.
'But he did endure well.'
So two.
"Buy him exactly two."
"Why limit the number? We shouldn't be short on money, we could buy as many as..."
"If we do that, our base will be packed full."
It's not like I haven't thought about that. Yeah, how much could stuffed animals cost! But Kim Jae-ho never threw away stuffed animals that came into his hands. Even now, the first stuffed animal I bought him was still by Kim Jae-ho's side.
No matter how many times it was washed, the stains wouldn't come out, and even though the outside was already all torn, Kim Jae-ho hugged it tightly and wouldn't give it to me. He was adamant even when I said I'd throw it away and buy a new one.
"Jae-ho will keep asking to buy stuffed animals in the future. We can't not buy them! If we don't, he'll sulk! If we keep buying stuffed animals like that..."
They'll end up covering the entire Weltschmerz base! Besides, Kim Jae-ho only buys ones as big as his body. I wouldn't say anything if he collected small ones! Even now, Kim Jae-ho's bed was covered in stuffed animals with no room to put a foot down.
"If we buy everything Jae-ho asks for, our base will eventually become a house of dolls..."
Cha Song-jin nodded with a slightly paler face than before at my mumbling.
"O-okay! I'll definitely only buy two!"
* * *
After sending everyone out, I slowly looked through news articles. There was nothing better than looking at the society and politics sections of the news to grasp Seol Rok-jin's movements.
—What is that Seol Rok-jin trying to do now?
'Well...'
The future changed with my intervention.
People who should have died lived, and people who should have lived died. Because of that, history has already changed and the timeline I knew was shaken.
'It means we can no longer comfortably rely on my knowledge alone. But I can roughly predict what Seol Rok-jin will do next.'
Seol Rok-jin's primary goal was to bring down Sirius. From his perspective, it couldn't be a good thing for a huge guild in South Korea to remain strong.
But Sirius was still going strong, though not as much as before, as I overturned the incident where Yoo Seon-je should have died, and successfully resolved the shopping mall terror incident.
Moreover, they were being very cautious, so it was difficult to mess with them again.
'That's why I'm looking at the society and politics sections.'
—Why?
'What Seol Rok-jin does at times like this is always the same.'
"'Safety Tax' to be introduced from this month. How will the taxes I pay change?"
I muttered looking at that article.
'He does what he's most confident in. Plans may go awry sometimes, but everything that happens in the National Assembly goes according to his expectations.'
The world with a selfish ruler at the top was becoming a little harder to live in bit by bit.
The world doesn't collapse overnight. It just walks towards destruction very slowly. The temperature that was bearable yesterday becomes unbearable today, and tomorrow it will be hot enough to take your life.
By the time you realize it, you've become like a frog boiled in hot water.
To summarize very simply the 'Safety Tax' that Seol Rok-jin's group has come up with this time, it can be said to be a policy to impose additional taxes on dangerous areas.
At first glance, it sounds reasonable.
Dangerous areas will inevitably require more frequent hunter dispatches and incur higher costs for damage recovery and such. So it might sound rational to collect more taxes from such dangerous areas.
But if you dig a little deeper, you can see how cruel this Safety Tax is.
Because in the end, it's the poor who are driven to dangerous areas with nothing to their name who will pay this Safety Tax.
The rich already live in areas that are safer and more problem-free than anyone else, so they won't have to pay this Safety Tax. Most of those who support this law don't think much of it because they don't live in areas dangerous enough to pay the 'Safety Tax'.
Those who actually have to pay this Safety Tax, living in the most dangerous areas in this country, have no strength to raise their voices even though they know about this.
So this law will pass smoothly without anyone's opposition and become a noose that tightens around the necks of the poor.
'Isn't it really strange? That this world is so quiet even though such a law has been created?'
—As you said, it's because no one stands up for the weak.
'Yes, and it's also because Seol Rok-jin set up the board very well. If the weak say it's hard to live, they'll say this. So are you saying we who live in safe areas should pay for the recovery costs because of you?'
Because of the logic that looks so sound on the surface, people easily forget.
Oh, Seol Rok-jin loved to exploit the gaps between people.
No one will think this law is 'evil'. Even if this law contributes to actually killing someone, it will be considered 'fair' to them.
Yeah, of course.
If more taxes are used because of certain people, of course it's right for them to pay more.
If you don't want to pay the Safety Tax, couldn't you just move to a safer place?
Are you saying you want to live on cheap land, but receive the same, no, more benefits than others?
Before you know it, the issue of the lawmakers who made and supported this law disappears, and it makes citizens fight among themselves by dividing into factions.
In the end, it will be the marginalized who have to pay this Safety Tax who will keep their mouths shut.
Because they too will realize that the more they open their mouths, the more they will be branded as shameless trash.
This was always how Seol Rok-jin worked.
Seol Rok-jin takes one step forward very slowly. For the people around him, it's just taking one step back. Depending on the direction, it might not be a retreat but an advance.
But at the end of the path Seol Rok-jin walks, there is a steep cliff. On the cliff crowded with people, one step forward that Seol Rok-jin takes will be enough to push someone off the cliff.
Most of the people standing on this cliff don't know. Why? Because they haven't reached the edge of the cliff yet.
'People standing a bit far from the cliff edge will feel at ease. There's still some space behind me. It's not my turn yet.'
I too didn't think to look behind me until I was hanging on the edge of the cliff of destruction. But as people fall off the cliff one by one like that, they'll realize that no one is left behind them before they know it.
'It's not just Seol Rok-jin's problem.'
There is a huge flow.
I don't know if I can overturn that huge flow or not. Honestly, I'm too powerless and stupid to overturn that flow. All I learned living by Seol Rok-jin's side was that there is a dirty bottom in this world that I don't even want to dip my feet into.
I hoped Jeong Ho-san would live without knowing such a world as much as possible.
Though he came from an orphanage, Jeong Ho-san was a guy who shone brighter than anyone. A face that anyone would find likable, wonderful talent. He was a guy with charm that drew people in.
As an honor student at Babel, considered the best academy, I hoped no shadow would be cast on his future as he joined the Crimson Hound Guild right after graduation. Fortunately, my wish wasn't too difficult. Because a shining sun named Kim Myeong-cheol was shining directly on Jeong Ho-san.
But in the end, to understand someone like me, Jeong Ho-san stepped into the mud...
I had no intention of leaving Jeong Ho-san alone.
* * *
"Are you crazy."
Nam Ju-hyeon unconsciously cursed at the contact she received. Lee Hye-won, who was next to her, tilted her head and said:
"Did the stocks fall again?"
"No, they haven't fallen ye... It's not that."
"Then what's the matter?"
"I got a contact from that person..."
At those words, Lee Hye-won's pupils narrowed. There was only one person the two of them called 'that person'.
"Did he finally contact you?"
Lee Hye-won checked the small shadow moving behind them and lowered her voice.
"Is it hopeful news by any chance?"
"Unfortunately, it has nothing to do with that friend. No, this is really ridiculous. What's the most urgent thing right now... Telling me to do this kind of thing now? Ha!"
[What's this. Why are you whispering without me?]
"Aaaagh!"
Nam Ju-hyeon screamed and fell backwards at the head that popped up between the two. Xie Haozhu's eyes turned dirty seeing that sight.
[You're not plotting something without me, are you?]
[It's not like that. Just, it's because of other business.]
[Other business, what? When on earth can I meet Shen?]
Nam Ju-hyeon put her hand on her pounding heart at Xie Haozhu's words. She could understand that sentence right away without interpretation because she had heard it so many times.
[Shen, no! Not!]
Xie Haozhu's eyes narrowed at Nam Ju-hyeon's oversensitive reaction.
[What, it's more suspicious...]
Lee Hye-won poked Nam Ju-hyeon's side and said:
"It looks suspicious even to me, so you'd better stop."
"W-what should I stop!"
"That behavior right now."
"What did I do!"
Nam Ju-hyeon shouted as if wronged, but Lee Hye-won just raised an eyebrow.
Xie Haozhu, who took in all the body language between the two, puffed up her cheeks like a pufferfish.
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Do Chae-hee blinked at the text message she received.
"Hmm."
The woman who introduced herself as N hadn't contacted Do Chae-hee first since that incident. But this time she came forward with a contact for some reason.
And the content was ridiculously simple.
Meet with lawyer Hong Nan-hee, it said.
Do Chae-hee grumbled inwardly. Telling her to go meet a lawyer out of the blue? Shouldn't she at least write the reason why she should meet her?
'What am I supposed to do when I meet her?'
She couldn't just go find a lawyer and pick a fight, after all.
What would a police officer like her have to talk about with a lawyer?
Do Chae-hee didn't particularly like lawyers. Especially those who handled criminal cases. Even though it wasn't her job, she got angry seeing the criminals she worked hard to catch being released.
No matter the circumstances, to Do Chae-hee's eyes, lawyers looked like nothing but corrupted gatekeepers of hell who release the devils she had worked so hard to put away.
'...That's how I thought back then.'
So there was no way Do Chae-hee would be pleased with lawyer Hong Nan-hee. Do Chae-hee glared at the text message, but the message didn't suddenly change into a different message or anything.
The fact that she couldn't even send a question because it was an untraceable message complicated Do Chae-hee's feelings even more.
Is it possible? That this person has something fishy about her.
For her, who was killing time in the empty Team 1 office, all she had left was time.
Do Chae-hee looked at the empty office and soon made up her mind.
"Well..."
It wouldn't be bad to look into this lawyer first.
Do Chae-hee searched for Hong Nan-hee in the database.
43 years old this year, her career was quite impressive, graduating from Korea's top university and law school. She started her career by immediately entering one of the top law firms in South Korea. But that brilliant career started to fall apart from her fourth year as a lawyer.
In her fifth year as a lawyer, she opened an office under her own name... Unfortunately, that office didn't seem to do well. Do Chae-hee tapped her fingers as she saw the office address gradually being pushed from the city center to the outskirts, and later even to Gyeonggi-do.
'Why on earth did she tell me to meet this person?'
What did this person do?
Do Chae-hee looked at Hong Nan-hee's ID photo on the monitor. Her large eyes that stretched long to both sides without double eyelids were so fierce that their unique spirit could be felt even through the poor quality screen. A face that seemed to scream "I'm not an easy person" at first glance.
No matter how you look at it, rather than a lawyer, her face seemed much more suited to a prosecutor who beats down criminals...
Do Chae-hee swallowed hard at her stern-looking impression.
'Well. Her criminal record... What?'
She thought she obviously wouldn't have a criminal record, but she surprisingly had quite a few. Whether she was an intense racer or not, she had several speeding tickets, parking tickets, and even had her driver's license suspended for accumulating demerit points.
It's fortunate there was no drunk driving, at least.
But the criminal records that followed below were bad.
'Restraining order against a specific individual?'
Along with participation in prohibited assemblies and such. The more she dug, the more petty misdemeanors came up that were far from the corrupt lawyer she had imagined.
She certainly committed a lot of crimes, but well, could this person really be that kind of bad guy?
There was a limit to what could be known from this information.
"...I'll have to go meet her."
Do Chae-hee wasn't originally this impulsive. Well, probably. But her guardian turned out to be a minion of bad guys, and the team she cherished was all gone.
So, well.
'What's there to lose?'
Do Chae-hee quickly took out her coat, put it on, and left the office. There was no one to stop her early departure.
Do Chae-hee got in her own car and drove to Hong Nan-hee's office.
Lawyer Hong Nan-hee had an office under her own name. The problem was that the office was very small and located in the most complicated alley in Seoul.
Do Chae-hee, who barely managed to park her car in a nearby parking lot, struggled to find her office.
Unfortunately, the information provided by the portal site wasn't much help. Dozens of small shops were messily clustered in the alleys that were tangled like spider webs.
Only after entering the wrong building several times was she finally able to find the right building.
Do Chae-hee swallowed hard at the office embedded on the 4th floor of a 5-story building without an elevator and without even a proper sign.
She wondered if this could really be the right place, but no matter how much she looked, this was it. Do Chae-hee exhaled and knocked on the old, rusty iron door.
Knock knock.
"Come in!"
At the husky voice heard from inside, Do Chae-hee took a deep breath and opened the door.
Creeeeak-
A terrible sound came from the rusty iron door. Do Chae-hee closed her eyes tightly at that awful sound. The state of the office she saw after entering was no better than the state of the building.
White paint peeling off, furniture worn and tattered. There wasn't even proper space for clients to sit and rest in the narrow office that seemed to be barely five pyeong.
The only space Do Chae-hee could sit was a blue plastic chair without a backrest.
The rest of the space was all filled with documents, so there wasn't even proper space to move around.
Hong Nan-hee was sitting in the very center of this cramped office, in front of a large desk. On both sides of her were piles of paper so large that they would crush her if they collapsed.
Even at this moment, her gaze was on those papers. As if she wasn't curious at all about the visitor who opened this iron door and came in, she didn't even cast a glance.
"Um..."
Do Chae-hee opened her mouth towards her, but didn't know what to say.
Really, what on earth should she say?
At that moment, the door opened once again behind her. Creeeak. Do Chae-hee unconsciously turned her head back.
And there was an unexpected person there.
"Oh?"
"Oh?"
The two looked at each other and made foolish sounds.
Then, Hong Nan-hee sitting at the desk opened her mouth.
"There's only one chair, so if you need a consultation, we'll have to move to a nearby cafe?"
Hong Nan-hee's expression as she said this looked stern without even room for a needle to enter.
"No, I..."
Do Chae-hee was about to wave her hands saying she didn't come to request a case from Hong Nan-hee, but Jeong Ho-san was different.
"Yes, let's move."
* * *
It was surprising enough that Jeong Ho-san appeared here, but to think he came to request a case. Did something happen?
With Hong Nan-hee leading the way, Do Chae-hee approached Jeong Ho-san and asked in a low voice:
"What on earth is going on? Did some problem occur that you need to hire a lawyer?"
"What about you, Inspector Do Chae-hee? What brings you here?"
"Me? I just..."
Do Chae-hee changed the subject.
"I asked first. So Ho-san should answer first."
Ah, Jeong Ho-san, who opened his mouth slightly, nodded and answered Do Chae-hee's question.
"I need a lawyer for a case I'm in charge of. I looked into public defenders, but they said the success rate for this kind of case is almost 0%..."
"Oh, oh."
Do Chae-hee blinked.
"But if it's a case Jeong Ho-san is in charge of, does that mean you're looking into the defense for the person you arrested, I mean, the defense for the criminal?"
"Yes."
Do Chae-hee rolled her eyes in surprise at those words. Why go to such lengths? Ah, of course, he might listen to their circumstances more carefully since it's his first case...
But to go as far as looking for a lawyer personally?
"But that way, they might not pay the proper 'price' for their crime. What if the criminal you worked so hard to catch gets released?"
At Do Chae-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san scratched the back of his neck and said:
"To be honest, I don't think there's any chance that guy will be released. Well, he committed murder, staged a hostage situation, and was caught at the scene."
"Then why?"
Shouldn't you avoid thinking about getting him a proper lawyer even more in that case? At Do Chae-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san said:
"But I want that guy to receive a proper trial."
Why on earth?
While Jeong Ho-san and Do Chae-hee were having such a conversation, Hong Nan-hee was already entering the cafe. Do Chae-hee quickly followed her inside. Like all the shops here, the cafe was old, but at least it was in much better condition than Hong Nan-hee's law office (if you could call that an office).
"I'll give you a simple consultation for free, so you buy the coffee. A vanilla latte with two extra pumps of syrup. One hot cup."
"Ah, yes!"
Jeong Ho-san immediately headed to the counter at Hong Nan-hee's words. Hong Nan-hee looked at Do Chae-hee sitting still and said:
"It's one order per person here."
"Ah, yes!"
Only then did Do Chae-hee get up from her seat and go to order. Even as she ordered an iced Americano, Do Chae-hee's mind was still complicated.
But for now, she was planning to listen to Jeong Ho-san's story once.
After all, if he came wanting to request a case from Hong Nan-hee, he would have no choice but to spill everything in front of her.
Hong Nan-hee finally made an expression like she could live as she received the vanilla latte Jeong Ho-san handed her.
"Thank you. I'll enjoy it. Hmm, I can give you about 15 minutes for the coffee price."
"15 minutes?"
Jeong Ho-san exclaimed in surprise.
"The case I'm handling right now is quite big. It's taking ages just to organize it. Oh, time is passing even while I'm talking like this now?"
At Hong Nan-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san became flustered.
Thump, Do Chae-hee hit Jeong Ho-san's side.
"Calm down for now."
"Ah, yes yes."
Jeong Ho-san took a deep breath and said:
"I heard you also work as a public defender."
"Hmm, when I have time and mental space."
Hong Nan-hee shrugged.
"Unfortunately, I don't think I have either right now."
"C-could you please listen to that friend's story just once?"
"14 minutes left."
Hong Nan-hee said that and sipped her latte. It meant she would listen to you for 14 minutes.
Jeong Ho-san swallowed and opened his mouth.
"That friend is 16 years old, an orphan. He left the orphanage last year with a subsidy, but his situation isn't very good. He's a D-rank awakener, but he couldn't enter Hunter Academy and regular schools rejected him..."
"What crime did he commit?"
At Hong Nan-hee's question, Jeong Ho-san gripped the glass cup and said:
"Robbery, murder... These are just the major ones, and there's also assault, obstruction of official duties, special violence prevention act... There are so many charges I'm not sure."
"If he's an awakener, he won't be able to get out for life. You said he's sixteen?"
"Yes."
"Unfortunately, awakenera don't fall under the juvenile protection law. Awakeners are punished under the same laws as adults regardless of age."
Slurp, Hong Nan-hee drank her vanilla latte and said:
"For the police officer who arrested that friend to come and say this, there must be a pitiful story."
Glance, Hong Nan-hee checked her watch and said:
"Well, tell me that story in the remaining time."
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Jeong Ho-san's words began like this.
"That child left the orphanage four months ago. Four months ago was his birthday. He said he hated his birthday more than anything. A birthday that should be celebrated was what he hated most. Because when that day came, he had to be kicked out."
At first, Kim Hyun-ki didn't open his mouth at all to Jeong Ho-san's words. But Jeong Ho-san was persistent. He kept visiting Kim Hyun-ki during breaks and succeeded in making him open up. 
Come to think of it, it was natural. Sixteen, a kid who was hurt and shrunk from the world but desperately wanted someone's help, had no choice but to open up eventually.
And the story told through that mouth was cold and bitter.
The age of leaving the orphanage was usually 18, but in the case of awakeners, they had to leave the orphanage at the young age of just sixteen.
"At sixteen, that young age, he was kicked out of the only fence that protected him. Do you know how much the government support money for leaving is after being kicked out like that?"
"How much?"
"Ten million won."
Both Jeong Ho-san and Kang Yi-sin were from orphanages, but they didn't know because they entered Babel Academy right after awakening their talents. How bleak the lives of awakenera who left the orphanage with nothing were.
"Only that much..."
"He said he got monthly rent with that 10 million won. Five hundred thousand deposit, one million monthly. He tried to find work for four months but couldn't. Because no one would take him. So how do you think it was?"
Money running out, hungry, and it was still cold. If he had been a fire ability user, he could have at least stayed warm, but as an ice ability user it didn't help at all. The moment Jeong Ho-san saw Kim Hyun-ki crying about this, he decided.
That he wanted to help this child somehow.
"After leaving the orphanage, didn't he have anywhere to go? Ah, the academy! Right, why couldn't he go to the academy?"
If he had just attended Hunter Academy, this wouldn't have happened. At Do Chae-hee's words, Jeong Ho-san answered:
"The ice ability itself wasn't bad, but his potential rank was D. He took entrance exams for public academies, but failed all of them. The competition for public ones is intense. The only option left was to go to a private academy. Do you know how much private academy tuition is?"
Do Chae-hee was at a loss for words at Jeong Ho-san's words.
"Several million won for just one semester, and practical fees are separate. When you include practical fees, it easily breaks into the tens of millions per semester, and consumable artifacts are all at your own expense. How could a kid who just left the orphanage go to such a place?"
Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san also lost their parents when young, but their circumstances were completely different from that child. Why? Because they were born with A-rank potential and good talents that could be easily used in battle.
It was a world unknown to those two who graduated from the best hunter academy that exempted tuition and even gave living expenses each time, then jumped into a job with guaranteed success.
"Then, couldn't he stay at a temporary shelter..."
"Even shelters wouldn't take him because he was an awakener."
"What about shelters for awakeners..."
"There's no such thing."
Jeong Ho-san clenched his fists and said looking at the floor:
"I only found out after looking into it. That there's no such thing as shelters for awakeners."
Jeong Ho-san said with a miserable expression:
"I didn't know before. What kind of life awakeners outside the line live..."
The bottom Jeong Ho-san knew was at most where Kang Yi-sin stood. A life of doing gate mining while unable to become a hunter despite graduating from Babel Academy. Kang Yi-sin said he was at the bottom, and Jeong Ho-san only knew it that way too.
But there was an even lower bottom.
And at that bottom were the weak with no power.
"When I looked into it, the incident at the jewelry store was also an accident..."
"You can't just call it an accident when someone died..."
"The jewelry store owner used an illegal artifact. It was an artifact that fired a liquid not allowed for distribution, no different from spraying hydrochloric acid on a person. In the moment of losing sight and feeling pain, his ability went off reflexively. He said he couldn't even properly manifest his ability until the day before."
In the first place, if he was an ability user who could use an ability strong enough to kill someone, he would have easily passed the entrance exam. Actually, when he looked into it, Kim Hyun-ki's usual ability was only making a couple of small ice pieces at most. Even that was only possible after concentrating for 30 minutes.
"Since it was considered a threat to his life, his ability exploded momentarily. It wasn't intentional."
In the end, it was all a very unfortunate accident.
Do Chae-hee's lips trembled at Jeong Ho-san's words.
"That child had nowhere to turn for help. He said he chose the jewelry store because it looked like the richest place around. He said he was only going to steal one thing, just one small thing..."
"Do you believe that child?"
"Yes."
Jeong Ho-san said:
"The evidence says the same thing."
In fact, all that came out of that guy's pocket was one bracelet. Even after all that commotion, that was all he stole.
"Of course he did wrong. But we can't blame all of that wrong on that child alone. With the situation like this, we can't say he's the same kind of criminal as others."
Jeong Ho-san's words pierced straight into Do Chae-hee's heart.
She couldn't say 'A murderer is still a murderer no matter what'.
"That's why we need a lawyer who will take on this case. A lawyer who will properly explain these circumstances and allow that child to receive a fair trial. Not a lawyer who will just say he committed murder so he must be punished."
Hong Nan-hee, who met Jeong Ho-san's eyes, shrugged. She tapped her watch and said:
"Time's up."
Unlike the two who couldn't even touch their drinks, the vanilla latte in front of her was already gone, even the foam disappeared.
"Then, what about this case..."
Hong Nan-hee's answer to Jeong Ho-san's desperate words was ice cold.
"I'm sorry, but I don't have time to take on this case too."
"What?"
The one most surprised by those words was Do Chae-hee.
"I enjoyed the coffee."
Jeong Ho-san couldn't even think of stopping Hong Nan-hee as she left those words and departed. It was Do Chae-hee who followed her out of the cafe with light steps and grabbed her wrist.
"Hmm?"
Hong Nan-hee tilted her head and looked back.
"Why? W-why can't you take it?"
At Do Chae-hee's words, Hong Nan-hee said:
"I told you. I'm busy and don't have time to take on such a case."
"But still..."
"But still, what?"
Hong Nan-hee snorted at Do Chae-hee's words.
"Until just a moment ago, someone who had no interest in this case has decided to become a passionate advocate after hearing just fifteen minutes of talk."
Do Chae-hee's face turned red at those words.
"Why, did you feel sorry after hearing the circumstances? Are you empathizing with that kid?"
Hong Nan-hee's tone became very sarcastic. Do Chae-hee said:
"But his circumstances are pitiful."
"Listen, Officer. Do you think there's just one or two people with pitiful circumstances? Should I list all the cases I'm handling? Just because of the safety tax increase this time, there are over thirty cases of people about to be evicted from the buildings they've been living in. Over a hundred people will be kicked out if I don't send a content-certified mail by next week. That case is important to me too."
Deep fatigue showed on Hong Nan-hee's face.
"I'm not someone with enough leeway to take on one more criminal case in this situation. You saw my office earlier too. Does it look like there's room to pile even one more document in there?"
Do Chae-hee couldn't say anything to Hong Nan-hee's words. Hong Nan-hee was already a person with a lot of baggage. Not just one, but she was handling over thirty cases simultaneously.
Hong Nan-hee was already embracing cases to her limit.
"Do you know how tiring it is to handle criminal cases? You have to go around collecting documents, listen to witness statements, transcribe recordings. It takes ages just to prepare the necessary documents."
"I-I'll do it."
"What?"
"I said I'll do it."
At Do Chae-hee's words, Hong Nan-hee frowned and muttered:
"What are you talking about?"
"I, I have a lot of time!"
Do Chae-hee pounded her chest.
"If it's because you don't have time, not because you don't want to do it, I can help you!"
"Do you think someone who knows nothing can help me just by offering?"
"I'm not someone who knows nothing. I'm good at that kind of thing. Meeting witnesses, transcribing recordings. That's what I used to do."
"A police officer saying she'll cooperate with a lawyer?"
Do Chae-hee nodded.
"I can help after I get off work. I won't take any money, and this isn't like a side job, it's just like my hobby so it doesn't matter, right?"
Hong Nan-hee gave a hollow laugh.
"What if you get fired for doing that?"
"They can't fire me. If they could have, they would have done it already."
Yes, Do Chae-hee decided to go all out. She had no team to be responsible for anymore anyway. She thought there was nothing to lose.
If she gets fired for this, well. She'll get fired.
At Do Chae-hee's words, Hong Nan-hee narrowed her eyes and said:
"Why are you going to such lengths?"
Listening to the conversation, Hong Nan-hee could tell. That Do Chae-hee knew just as little about this case as herself.
She might know the man named Jeong Ho-san who brought the case, but it was clear she was hearing about this case for the first time today. Moreover, at first, Do Chae-hee clearly showed resistance to Jeong Ho-san's attitude of coming to find a lawyer.
Her attitude was that she didn't understand why he came to find a lawyer for a murderer.
Hong Nan-hee couldn't understand why she suddenly changed that attitude completely and was trying to save that child even at her own expense.
"Just, I feel like I might be able to understand if I watch this case from the side."
"Understand what?"
"What's really bad, what justice I should follow."
Until now, Do Chae-hee had tried not to understand the heart of any criminal.
Why? Because it was easier on her mind to just leave bad guys as bad guys.
So even during the Kang Yi-sin case, and when those Weltschmerz guys appeared, she just thought they were bad.
She just thought that way simply, ignoring all the circumstances and interests that led to that incident.
It was the same when she found out Park Cheol-wan was their minion.
Bad people who committed wrongdoing.
If she just thought that way, she could blame them with peace of mind.
But as time passed, and as she faced various incidents, that thought cracked, and Do Chae-hee became confused.
What on earth is bad?
Is she really doing well?
What is the justice she should follow?
What should she do, how can she achieve the justice she truly desires?
Hearing those words, Hong Nan-hee said:
"Just so you know, I have a nasty temper."
"What?"
"Talk to that friend and bring the documents when you have time tomorrow."
"Huh?"
"Let's give it a try."
Do Chae-hee nodded at Hong Nan-hee's words.
"O-okay!"
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I was surprised by what I heard from Han Seo-hyeon.
Do Chae-hee, Hong Nan-hee, and Jeong Ho-san met?
"What, how did things turn out like this?"
Originally, I sent Do Chae-hee to lawyer Hong Nan-hee because I had separate tasks for Nam Ju-hyeon, lawyer Hong Nan-hee, and Do Chae-hee.
I thought Hong Nan-hee, Nam Ju-hyeon, and Do Chae-hee would make quite a good team.
Building connections and then passing Hong Nan-hee to Jeong Ho-san... that was my plan.
But when have my plans ever gone smoothly? The world once again trampled on my plans.
Even so, for Do Chae-hee to volunteer to help with lawyer Hong Nan-hee's work.
And to take on Jeong Ho-san's case, no less.
—Is that so surprising?
'The old Do Chae-hee would never have cooperated with a lawyer.'
Do Chae-hee, a police officer who catches criminals, and lawyers who represent those criminals' circumstances to get them lighter sentences were like oil and water. She might have gone along if told to act with a prosecutor, but she would have absolutely refused a lawyer.
But to voluntarily cooperate with a lawyer for the defense of that criminal?
'Honestly, it's a bit surprising.'
I wonder if something happened while I was away.
It would be difficult to hear about what happened before since I didn't ask Han Seo-hyeon to keep an eye on Do Chae-hee separately, but it seems some incident occurred.
'Hmm, I wonder why Do Chae-hee didn't tell lawyer Hong Nan-hee the information I had prepared.'
To be precise, I wonder why Nam Ju-hyeon didn't deliver that information. I asked Nam Ju-hyeon about the situation via phone, but there was no answer from Nam Ju-hyeon. Did her phone break or something?
With no choice, I opened an anonymous chat room and invited Nam Ju-hyeon.
N: Who is this?
S: It's me.
N: Who's me?
After a brief conversation, I succeeded in convincing her of my identity. After briefly explaining the situation and asking why the plan went awry, Nam Ju-hyeon suddenly complained:
N: I'm sorry I couldn't send the text. No, but! I really have a lot to say too!?
N: This all happened because that girl you entrusted to me took my phone away!
N: She took my phone saying I seemed to be contacting you, and won't give it back, what am I supposed to do? Even Lee Hye-won can't beat that girl!
N: No, that's not important! So when are you going to take that girl away? I really feel like my blood is drying up every day here!
The chat room was instantly filled with Nam Ju-hyeon's messages before I could even reply. How fast is her typing?
Anyway, thanks to that, I got enough information.
'...So she just couldn't give the information on time.'
—Because her phone was taken away.
'Yes.'
It was hard to blame Nam Ju-hyeon. How could she stop Xie Haozhu who came charging for her phone? I'll have to tell her to check if Xie Haozhu is around before using her phone from now on.
S: So you still haven't gotten your phone back?
N: Your girl won't give it back! I'm already suffering enough losses from not being able to check in for the attendance event!
S: Attendance event?
N: Oops!
S: What on earth are you doing with that phone?
N: Just some games. No, you see. In-app purchases were possible on that phone... Ah, no, you didn't say anything either! I thought I could use it!
Good heavens, what on earth are you doing? No, in-app purchases? That was possible too? Well, it's just untraceable, so all functions possible on a phone would be available... Wait, then who's been paying our phone bills all this time? The fees Nam Ju-hyeon said she used? The image of a reliable sponsor flashed by from beyond reason.
Who else could it be. It must be Professor Geum.
I put my hand to my forehead.
He gave us untraceable phones so that no trouble would arise because of me, a criminal, and she's using it to play mobile games? And even making in-app purchases?! I felt dizzy.
N: I-I'm sorry! No, you see. I knew this was wrong, but, no, I really only did it a little. Really just a bit when there were pickups...
N: No! It's because I can't use my identity anymore because of you.
N: No, I can have one hobby too, right!
I was overwhelmed by the stream of excuses pouring in. By the way, how many times are you using the word 'no'? Did she catch a disease where she can't speak without that introduction?
Anyway, whether she spent money on games or not isn't important.
—Professor Geum might think differently.
'If he really disliked it, he would have contacted us somehow.'
—He can't, you blocked one-way communication.
'Ah, did I?'
I need to stop by for Cha Song-jin's equipment anyway, so I'll talk to him properly then.
Anyway, what's important is how to handle this from now on.
'Come to think of it, though some details changed, looking at the result, it seems like what I was going to do.'
Do Chae-hee taking on Kim Hyun-ki's case was unexpected, but it wasn't a bad result.
Wasn't it similar to what I was going to assign anyway?
I originally planned to put Hong Nan-hee and Do Chae-hee together to broaden Do Chae-hee's thinking a bit. Since Jeong Ho-san went over there anyway, I needed to have Do Chae-hee as a reliable ally.
And Do Chae-hee wasn't a very helpful ally right now.
But...
Do Chae-hee moved one step ahead of my expectations, and my arrangements all became unnecessary.
'Maybe it's fortunate. She thought she should move on her own even before I did anything. In my previous life, Do Chae-hee learned this lesson when everything was too late.'
Though his methods were wrong, Park Cheol-wan sincerely cared for Do Chae-hee. He sincerely tried to prevent the child he sponsored from going down the 'wrong' path. Creating a team for her and making her ACD's idol was all because he had thoughts.
'He probably planned to gradually soak her in power. To make her dip her feet deep in the mud without her knowing.'
But that strategy didn't work in the past either. Because unlike others, Do Chae-hee realized something was strange.
'Anyway, I'll have to keep watching how things go over there from now on.'
—Why are you interested in that side? I could understand if it was Jeong Ho-san...
'Well, because what I do can't change this world.'
What I do might be enough to change someone's life, but it's far from enough to change the world.
Why, if you think about it, it's simple.
All I can do is punish evildoers who escape the judgment of the law.
It might be justified revenge for someone, or change a life, but looking at the big picture, my movements have no meaning.
All I can do from hiding in the shadows is destruction in the end. I can kill someone, leak information, bring down towers built by evildoers, but that's it. That's not enough to change the world.
'It's useless no matter how many bad guys I kill. If society doesn't change, eventually another bad guy will fill that position.'
Right now, no one might dare covet Assemblyman Kim Seong-deuk's position. But will it be the same as time passes?
No, a second Kim Seong-deuk will appear. There will probably be a third and fourth Kim Seong-deuk too.
If people don't change, if the most important thing doesn't change, fate will repeat in the end.
'When this world remains the same, it's foolish to expect change just by removing a few bad guys. Of course, if all the bad guys were killed at once, something might change...'
But my abilities are lacking for that.
Justice is weak, and good is too...
In the end, it's that side that changes the world.
That's why I saved Nam Ju-hyeon, and why I'll save Hong Nan-hee.
Because people like this are needed to change the world.
'All I can do is kill and eliminate the nasty guys who come after them. And I'm extremely good at that. I like it too.'
I'm not a good guy. I'm even less of a cool guy. I'm just trash who uses kids by dragging them into my personal revenge.
But because I'm trash with some conscience, I intend to take responsibility and protect my people and make them happy, but even so, my essence doesn't change.
It takes a lot of power from good people to change the world.
'I've said it before, haven't I? That I can't save the world alone.'
To be precise, it means it can't be done with just guys like me.
So I'll do my best to save them.
Good and kind people.
And I'll help as much as possible. So they can fulfill their will.
N: But, um, this is the last pickup. Just 10 pulls, no, 20 pulls? Ah, actually the pity is at 80 pulls, so, um, just up to there...
'...I'm suddenly starting to feel self-loathing.'
—Hmm.
I just left a message telling Nam Ju-hyeon to stop talking nonsense and focus on the case. And at the same time, I asked her to investigate Kim Hyun-ki's case. Do Chae-hee will be working hard in the field, but she'll need help.
Okay, then I just need to watch how things progress from now on here. I slightly opened the door. As soon as I went out of the room, I frowned at the uninvited guest sticking to my side.
[Oh? You're here? Shall we continue what we were talking about earlier?]
[What talk.]
[The house isn't bad now, but I'm telling you it could become really cool with just a little touch-up. Huh? Let's change just a little, just a little.]
[You say let's change just a little, but you'll end up changing everything!]
[Ah, that's not it?]
[It is!]
There's a reason I couldn't monitor Do Chae-hee and Jeong Ho-san's case in real-time. It was because of this damn Yankee, Edward, who kept sending love cuckoos, no, interior designer cuckoos at me.
After returning from IKEA, as if he had received some divine inspiration, Edward asked me the same thing several times.
[The wallpaper is too dark, so no matter how good lighting we use, the house atmosphere doesn't come alive. Hmm? It would brighten up even if we raise the tone just a bit. And that furniture over there and this furniture here don't match each other's atmosphere. If we put, um, a small table in between to connect them smoothly, it would look much prettier.]
With his unnecessarily good aesthetic sense. The way he kept coming up with answers to problems was just annoying.
—Why don't you just leave the interior to that guy...
'That would be admitting my defeat!'
—Defeat? Do you think this is a competition? Who on earth are you fighting with?
'Of course, it's this narrow-minded world that doesn't appreciate the coolness of my interior!'
—If everyone except you says it's strange, isn't it just that your eyes are bad rather than the world being narrow-minded?
I glared at Ray's words. This damn artifact. It never takes my side even once!
Haah...
I looked at our living room that I had grown attached to.
A great living room that's gloomy, depressing, and makes your eyes dim just looking at it, like the epitome of a villain's base.
—Aren't you actually thinking it's tacky too?
My philosophy was already shattered when I brought in mass-produced IKEA furniture. The philosophy of a DIY villain base made entirely by my own hands has long since disappeared.
—That's why who would try to DIY something like a villain base?
Indeed, is it best to leave this to someone who's good at it too? Yeah, it's time for me to make a decision as the boss.
[...Don't change too much.]
[Okay! Leave it to me!]
Edward smiled brightly at my permission that finally dropped and headed towards Cha Song-jin. I slapped my forehead.
'What's going to happen to the state of the house!'
—Well, won't it turn out really well if that guy takes charge?
'Can't you take my side even once?'
I shook my head as I heard Ray laughing at my grumbling.
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The next day, early Saturday morning, Do Chae-hee, who arrived at Hong Nan-hee's office, received the tasks she had to do from Hong Nan-hee. The list was endlessly long.
"Can't you do it?"
At Hong Nan-hee's words, Do Chae-hee immediately shook her head.
"No!"
"Then please do it."
Do Chae-hee stood there and checked what she had to do first.
It was interviewing Kim Hyun-ki, that is, the suspect in this case. Of course, it makes sense that this should be done first, but...
The problem was that Do Chae-hee wasn't ready to face that boy directly yet.
"But, but shouldn't you interview that friend yourself..."
"I told you, I don't have time."
Hong Nan-hee, who was still burying her nose in documents, didn't even raise her head at Do Chae-hee's question. She looked so busy that Do Chae-hee couldn't say anything more.
"There's already Ho-san's interview..."
"If you don't want to do it, you can quit, you know?"
"Who said I don't want to do it?"
"You keep adding this and that, so I thought you didn't want to?"
At Hong Nan-hee's words, Do Chae-hee made a pained sound. She only realized how foolish it was to try to win against a lawyer with words.
Do Chae-hee sighed deeply.
"Okay, I'll go meet him."
At those words, Hong Nan-hee briefly raised her head.
"I've organized the necessary content for the interview there, so listen carefully. I've prepared a recorder too, so make sure to record. Ah, and one more thing."
Hong Nan-hee pointed to a corner and said:
"Just in case, disguise yourself with that when you go."
"Disguise?"
"Yes."
In the place Hong Nan-hee pointed to, there was a briefcase, thick sunglasses, and a navy coat.
"It's an artifact that blurs recognition. You're a police officer, right? If it's found out that you went for an interview on the lawyer's side, wouldn't it be troublesome for you?"
"...Why does a lawyer have this kind of artifact?"
"Because there are times when it's needed."
Do Chae-hee gathered the artifact from the corner. Hong Nan-hee winked.
"Go meet that friend once."
* * *
"I'm the lawyer who will be handling Kim Hyun-ki's case."
"A lawyer?"
The man at the detention center looked at Do Chae-hee as if wondering if that guy had a lawyer.
"I'd like to meet the client."
"Ah, I see."
Her heart was pounding crazily. Fortunately, the man didn't recognize Do Chae-hee. Rolling her eyes behind the sunglasses, Do Chae-hee swallowed hard.
How much time had passed?
"This way, please."
The detention center was cold. Even though it used the same structure, same paint, and same lighting as other ACD buildings. It was strangely chilling to the bone. Do Chae-hee walked steadily down the corridor towards the visitation room where Kim Hyun-ki was waiting for her.
"When the visit is over, please let us know through the intercom here. Our staff will come out. All processes are recorded on CCTV, so please be cautious."
The staff glared at Do Chae-hee as if saying 'Don't even dream of any foolish thoughts'. Do Chae-hee nodded and stepped forward.
Kim Hyun-ki was sitting in a chair, wearing awakener-specific restraints. Do Chae-hee said to Kim Hyun-ki, who was looking at her with a bewildered face:
"Ah, hello?"
"...Who are you?"
"I'm a person from lawyer Hong Nan-hee's office. I came to defend you in this case."
"M-me? Why?"
Kim Hyun-ki's eyes were full of wariness and suspicion.
"You know someone called Jeong Ho-san, right?"
"Did he send you?"
At that name, the wariness instantly melted away. In that brief moment, Jeong Ho-san had succeeded in winning this young child's heart. It was curious to the point of wondering what method he used.
"I'm going to help you in this case. I can't say you'll be found not guilty, but I intend to do my best to ensure you receive a fair trial and can make your voice heard."
Kim Hyun-ki's pupils shook at those words. Do Chae-hee, who swallowed hard, placed the briefcase on the table.
Do Chae-hee, who took out carefully prepared documents and a recorder from inside, looked at Kim Hyun-ki and said:
"Then, shall we slowly talk about what happened that day from the beginning?"
* * *
After finishing the interview with Kim Hyun-ki, Do Chae-hee carefully completed the tasks Hong Nan-hee had assigned. She stopped by the evidence room to secure necessary evidence and met with merchants around the scene to hear their stories.
After finishing all her tasks like that, Do Chae-hee headed to Hong Nan-hee's office.
It was already past evening, approaching night.
Hong Nan-hee was still working in that cramped office.
"Aren't you going home?"
"I told you, I'm busy."
"E-eat this while you work."
Hong Nan-hee gave a hollow laugh seeing the convenience store bag in Do Chae-hee's hands.
"What's this, a bribe?"
"Just, I thought you might be working without eating anything until this hour."
Seeing Hong Nan-hee's skinny build, she naturally thought she would be skipping meals and working. Hong Nan-hee shrugged and took the bag from Do Chae-hee's hands.
"So how was it?"
Do Chae-hee opened her eyes wide at Hong Nan-hee's question. Hong Nan-hee asked while sipping an energy drink:
"How was it working as a day lawyer?"
"Well..."
Do Chae-hee rolled her eyes. What should she say?
"It was really different. From when I worked as a police officer."
"Where, how?"
Hong Nan-hee asking that question seemed to already roughly expect the answer. But even so, she was curious. What this stubbornly closed-minded police officer Do Chae-hee would say. Do Chae-hee slowly traced her memories and opened her mouth.
"At first, I thought there wouldn't be much difference because it was an interview. Talking with suspects, talking with witnesses at the scene. It was always what I did."
But actually experiencing it, many things were different.
'Police officer' Do Chae-hee's interviews were always aggressive. Regardless of time and situation, Do Chae-hee approached people to get the information she wanted. Why? Because solving the case was the most important thing to her. Solving the case meant catching the culprit, and she ignored everything else.
But the lawyer's interview was different.
"I ended up listening a lot. Asking what really happened that day, asking why they made such choices. So in the end, I found myself empathizing and immersing in that person's situation."
"Unlike police, we lawyers have to unconditionally take the client's side. We have to think from that person's perspective about their choices, explain the reasons why they had no choice but to make those choices, and defend that person."
Police officer Do Chae-hee didn't need to deeply understand Kim Hyun-ki's intentions and situation. But as a lawyer, in a situation where she had to defend him, she couldn't do that. Do Chae-hee listened to Kim Hyun-ki's words for hours.
Why he came to make such choices, why he was driven to this point.
It was a story she had already heard through Jeong Ho-san, but hearing his story face-to-face with Kim Hyun-ki was even more desperate.
After that interview ended, Do Chae-hee looked back on the interviews she had done as a police officer.
"As a police officer, I did the worst interviews. Saying I would solve the case, I even barged into a terminally ill patient's room and demanded answers."
The day she barged into Han Jo-hee's hospital room saying she would solve the Kang Yi-sin case. Do Chae-hee showed not even a shred of courtesy to Han Jo-hee. It was the same for Han Seo-hyeon who was guarding that hospital room.
What did she say to Han Seo-hyeon who blocked her that day?
-I understand the circumstances, but there's something I absolutely need to confirm with him personally...
There was no sympathy for Han Jo-hee to be found anywhere in those words. Even though she was trying to waste a terminally ill patient's precious time just to solve the case, there was no apology in Do Chae-hee's actions.
It was the same even after getting scolded by Han Seo-hyeon.
-I made a mistake in my haste. Then I'll leave a questionnaire, so please answer later if possible. I really want to catch that bastard.
If she were to evaluate herself then now, it was really...
'The worst.'
Without any consideration or anything. Just someone obsessed with catching criminals. And yet, she defended herself saying 'I'm doing this for the victims'.
"Thinking about it now, I feel this way. Was I really trying to catch the culprit for the victims? Or was I just acting intoxicated by my own sense of justice? If I had really thought about the victims, I shouldn't have acted that way, should I?"
At Do Chae-hee's words, Hong Nan-hee casually threw out words:
"You might not be so bad at lawyer work? Since there are things to learn like this."
"That..."
"I thought you probably thought all lawyers were bad people until now."
Do Chae-hee's shoulders trembled finely at Hong Nan-hee's words.
"T-that..."
"Why do they defend criminals, why do they get out people who should be sent to jail. Yes, you can think that way. I sometimes think too, ah, is it right to defend such trash?"
Hong Nan-hee, who said that, shook her head and added:
"No, not sometimes. I think that every day."
"You think that too, lawyer?"
"Haha, Do Chae-hee. Do you know why I quit a successful law firm and am living in such misery here in the first place?"
Do Chae-hee's pupils shook at that question. Certainly, when she looked up Hong Nan-hee's career, there were a few years of experience at the best law firm. Do Chae-hee was curious too. Why Hong Nan-hee left that law firm and opened a private office.
But seeing and experiencing Hong Nan-hee, she had one certainty.
"Didn't you leave to help the weak? To realize justice in this society..."
Hong Nan-hee burst into laughter at Do Chae-hee's words.
"Hahaha, huff, huff! Haha, no. I wish I had become like this because I'm a good person, but it's the exact opposite. I left there because I have a nasty temper."
"What?"
"Yeah, I have a nasty temper. So I couldn't stand it. The dirty things. I knew in my head that if I just closed my eyes once, if I just endured what was happening in front of me once, a happy life would unfold, but with this temper I couldn't endure it. So I quit."
"Uh..."
"Well, not because of some plausible sense of justice. Just, I couldn't stand it, it was disgusting."
Hong Nan-hee recalled that time.
"It was something I just had to close my eyes and endure once, but ah, that moment felt so trashy. Those people, and me trying to somehow get in their good graces while sucking up to them. Just..."
Hong Nan-hee smiled.
"So I left. And I tried to give those disgusting people I saw there a taste of their own medicine. I took on the opposing defense in that case."
"...H-how did it go?"
"How did it go? I just got crushed."
"What?"
"What, did you think this was some fairy tale that ends with 'and so the protagonist lived happily ever after'? How could a rookie lawyer like me overturn a trial with eight lawyers called the best attached to it? That's why I told you. I have a nasty temper. What can I do when I want to charge in even though I can clearly see it's a losing battle?"
In the end, she lost, and was almost buried because of it, but Hong Nan-hee didn't regret that incident. 
Well, she did regret. That she should have prepared a little better, that she should have spoken up a little more. But she didn't regret leaving that company that day and taking on that case.
"What people in the world misunderstand is, they think you have to be nice if you don't have power."
Hong Nan-hee continued:
"But, the truly shitty thing about the world is that the less power you have, the less you can live nicely and prettily. Even this safety tax is like that. What if you act nicely? You just have to go out and die. Dying slowly, nicely. So you have to raise hell. Saying you're going to die, that you can't live if things become like this."
Most of the people Hong Nan-hee saw were like that. Tough and loud-voiced. They all became that way to survive.
"Only those with power can live nicely. Why? Everything goes smoothly their way, so why would they crumple their faces and raise their voices? They can just smile elegantly and do what they need to do."
Right?
Do Chae-hee couldn't say anything to Hong Nan-hee asking that.
Why?
Because she too, strictly speaking, was a person from a world that had only lived 'nicely'.
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"Did you think the weight of sin was the same until now?"
At Hong Nan-hee's question, Do Chae-hee's shoulders slumped.
"Perhaps in that heaven up there, the weight of sin might be the same, but unfortunately, in this world we live in, that's not the case."
Do Chae-hee unconsciously nodded at those words. She understood why Jeong Ho-san desperately sought help for this child.
Kim Hyun-ki really wasn't a child who wanted to choose this situation for himself.
He was a child driven to this point by everyone's indifference and neglect.
Of course, saying this doesn't bring back the victim. The fact that he committed a crime isn't erased either. But...
Isn't it too cruel to measure this child's punishment while ignoring that fact?
"You mean someone who willingly committed a crime and someone who had no choice but to commit a crime are different?"
At Do Chae-hee's words, Hong Nan-hee tilted her head.
"Well, that's right too. But that's too much like a fairy tale..."
"Is there another meaning?"
"So-called people with means, their sins are all gathered up by others reaching out their hands. A powerful friend, the best defense team, and this corrupt judiciary. The weight of sin that remains after that is ridiculously light."
Hong Nan-hee had faced such situations several times. How the sins of those with means become lighter. She couldn't help but know, as she too was once one of those people who willingly gathered up their sins.
"But no one gathers up the sins of those without means. At best, there's only the public defender matched by the state. Of course, not all public defenders lack sincerity. But there's no one zealous enough to willingly share the weight of sin."
The sin that remains as a result...
"That's why the sins of the poor are always heavy. Because no one gathered them up. It's the same for Kim Hyun-ki. If he hadn't coincidentally met a kind-hearted police officer, if that police officer didn't have an idle police friend, if that friend hadn't thought to willingly work under a lawyer with a nasty temper..."
Kim Hyun-ki's sin would have remained heavy too. And Kim Hyun-ki would have had to bear that heavy sin alone.
Hong Nan-hee smiled seeing Do Chae-hee's expression and said:
"Doing this job makes your temper nasty, I tell you."
* * *
I admired the living room. The touch of a professional(?) is certainly different.
The black wallpaper was changed to gray, and wooden furniture and plants were added here and there. With plant lights placed above each plant, it became incredibly bright.
Even though there's no natural light at all, it gives the illusion of having great natural lighting.
"I'm not sure if it's okay for a villain's base to sparkle like a model house like this. Huh? And what's with all these plants? They're unnecessarily full of life. With an undead laboratory right next door, having such a fresh living room is, well, not very harmonious..."
Of course, I was the only one grumbling like that.
"I-is this our house?"
Even Han Seo-hyeon said this, Cha Song-jin was giving thumbs up repeatedly, and Kim Jae-ho...
"Hey, that's not for eating."
"I'm not eating. I know this isn't for eating."
He was burying his nose in the flower pots, examining the plants as if they were fascinating. Everyone's reaction is so good except for mine.
Ugh, should I try to accept this with a broad mind now that it's come to this?
—You're saying that well, considering you were criticizing the living room with a mind as narrow as a soy sauce dish just a moment ago.
'Ugh! I admit I was a bit narrow-minded, but, well, wasn't there some truth to what I said?'
—Do you really think that?
'Still, it's a shame. I had affection for it since it was the first place I decorated as I liked.'
—What do you mean first? Didn't you live alone before too?
'Ah, are you talking about the house I lived in in my previous life? That was entirely Seol Rok-jin's taste from start to finish.'
Of course. It was a house under Seol Rok-jin's name, managed by people Seol Rok-jin sent in the first place. They did ask how I wanted the interior, but in the end, Seol Rok-jin was involved in all the details.
'Seol Rok-jin was quite serious about decorating the doghouse.'
Though it was too splendid to be called a doghouse. Back then, I really couldn't live as I wanted in anything.
'I'm still angry that he wouldn't let me buy a massage chair saying it would ruin the interior. He did give me a membership to a massage shop saying if I really wanted a massage I should just go there, but I didn't have time to leisurely get a massage because I was being called here and there.'
—...You even went to massage shops?
'I said I couldn't go!'
I wonder if he's properly listening to what I'm saying or not.
Ignoring Ray's words, I continued examining the house. The various nameplates I had attached to the door were all removed, unfortunately, for ruining the interior.
Cha Song-jin's room, which only had minimal furniture before, now smelled like someone actually lived there.
—It's not just that level, it's better than your room.
'That's right.'
It was certainly different, perhaps because it was decorated after consulting with Edward. The room, basically decorated in purple and blue tones, was neat like Cha Song-jin's personality.
Red stood out in Edward's room. And green too. It was a combination of colors that looked chaotic just by looking, but it matched surprisingly well.
Is this what you call talent?
[You did well.]
"Yes, yes!"
Did he just answer in Korean now! My heart is touc... No, that's not it.
"'Yes' is informal speech, you punk!"
At my words, Han Seo-hyeon said as if wronged:
"He pretends not to understand polite speech strangely, don't you think he's actually understanding and doing this on purpose?"
Cha Song-jin, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, said:
"And if we're being strict, Edward is older than you, so doesn't he not need to use polite speech?"
At Cha Song-jin's words, I realized. If there was someone who should use polite speech between the two of us, it was me. Right, that's true. Somehow he felt much younger than me.
Ahem, anyway, changing the interior is done. I've also checked on Jeong Ho-san's recent situation.
Now it was time to return to Weltschmerz's business.
Several things I needed to do came to mind immediately, but the most urgent was probably...
Checking our side's combat power.
"Tell everyone to gather in the training room."
"T-training room?"
Cha Song-jin trembled at my words.
"Yeah, it's been a while since we properly trained in the training room."
"Do I have to go too?"
I glared at Cha Song-jin's words.
"You're the one who needs training the most! You're the weakest!"
"...Can't I just live like this? Ah, I think I could just stay tucked away somewhere safe."
"No way! We have so many enemies. What if someone attacks you when we can't protect you? Are you just going to get caught?"
At my words, Cha Song-jin shook his head slightly with a deflated face.
Even if he's not part of the combat team, he needed to have at least one means to protect himself. Even if we attach artifacts all over him, it's meaningless in the end if the person using them is inadequate.
"You should at least be able to do basic self-defense. And to do that self-defense, you need minimal stamina and strength."
Tsk, I clicked my tongue looking at Cha Song-jin's thin arms. How does he expect to survive this harsh world with arms like that?
First, Cha Song-jin is booked for basic strength training.
I also needed to accurately check the abilities of the three people who passed the trial of deception, and think about how to use Edward's ability.
If we don't properly check like this from time to time, problems always arise later.
—Are you thinking of looking at Edward's ability too?
'Of course. He's accompanying us for now, even if it's temporary, right?'
We should always check the forces we can mobilize in case of emergency.
'Besides, looking at his movements, it doesn't seem like he received proper training.'
Though I didn't see him fight properly, people who received training usually show it in their movements. Compared to Jeong Ho-san's or Yoo Seon-je's movements, Edward's movements had many gaps.
It could be because of his relaxed appearance in normal times, but considering Edward's life trajectory, it's more plausible that he didn't receive proper hunter training.
I approached Edward:
[I was thinking of properly testing your ability, is that okay?]
Edward opened his eyes wide at my question.
[Test my ability? Why?]
[Well, I don't know exactly what your ability is. Besides, isn't it a waste of time to just rest while we're training?]
[Even if you test it, what are you planning to do?]
[First, we need to accurately understand what your ability is.]
For now, I didn't know exactly what Edward's ability was. He might have been quite a famous mercenary in the western US, but it was natural since we had never properly worked together.
With just the vague explanation that he absorbs and uses the opponent's energy, I couldn't know exactly how Edward's ability worked or how to apply it.
[We need to find out exactly what kind of energy you can absorb, what your limit is, if the type of magic power you absorb matters... We also need to see how you can use that absorbed energy. Can you only release cold energy if you absorb cold, or can you convert it to other magic power?]
Fortunately, I was a universal magic power converter in front of Edward, so it was a perfect situation for testing.
[Ah, if you know anything, you can tell me in advance.]
At my words, Edward blinked as if a bit flustered, then said:
[No, I don't know exactly about my ability either. I couldn't do any training alone. And I didn't have anyone close enough to help with my training.]
[Weren't you in a mercenary group?]
[...I've never been close with the mercenary groups people.]
Hmm, he didn't have friends either. It's not so surprising anymore. Yeah, actually having no friends is normal and making friends is abnormal.
I did think that even if they weren't friends, they could at least help each other train, but considering how he moved around like a migratory bird...
'He must have lived being quite hated, this guy too.'
—No one wants to spend their time helping train someone who's about to leave soon.
'Ahem.'
I patted Edward's shoulder and said:
[Then that's even better. Let's find out together while you're here. Exactly what kind of abilities you can use, I mean.]
Edward's eyes shone at my words and he said:
"Good!"
"Try saying 'That's good.'"
"That's! GOOD!"
I narrowed my eyes at those words with a strange accent somewhere. I couldn't shake off the suspicion that he was doing this on purpose, as Han Seo-hyeon said. Cha Song-jin whispered behind me:
"So Edward isn't someone who needs to use polite speech after all."
"...Let's start today's training with you first."
"Why!"
Why? It's because you spoke the truth!
And so, Weltschmerz's training began.
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I guided Edward to the outdoor training area. It's still March, so it's a bit chilly to train outdoors, but well. We'll probably sweat once we start training, so it should be fine.
"Seo-hyeon, keep an eye on Jae-ho and Song-jin hyung's training."
"Alright."
The weak-bodied Han Seo-hyeon is gone! Han Seo-hyeon, who realized the importance of exercise under me and became a gym rat, no, a healthy exercise enthusiast, approached Cha Song-jin with shining eyes.
"N-no."
"Haah, hyung. You know you can't avoid it even if you say no. Let's just get it over with quickly."
"Sob sob."
Cha Song-jin followed Han Seo-hyeon, half-crying. To think he hates exercise that much. That's why his body is in that state.
"Tsk, tsk. Not realizing it's all for his own good."
I shook my head watching Cha Song-jin being dragged away with a crying face. Well, I can rest easy leaving him to the merciless Han Seo-hyeon.
I gestured to Edward.
[Come this way.]
I drew up magic power and re-compacted the ground that had become a mess while we were away. The sunken ground became flat, and rocks embedded here and there were tidied to one side.
Edward's eyes sparkled at this scene that was like magic.
[Can't you move magic power at all by yourself?]
Edward's expression immediately darkened at my words.
[Yeah. I told you. I can only move it after absorbing magic power flying at me. Honestly, I'm not even sure if there's magic power in my body.]
But that doesn't make sense. There's always magic power in an awakened person's body. I approached near Edward.
[Is it okay if I put my hand on you for a moment?]
Edward swallowed hard at my words and nodded. I placed my hand on Edward's shoulder and slowly drew up magic power while concentrating. The magic power gathered at my fingertips flowed directly into Edward's body. The magic power sucked into Edward's body immediately escaped my control.
'Hmm, I was quite confident in my magic power control.'
—It doesn't seem like that kind of problem.
I had no choice but to leave it to Ray, whose eyes for seeing magic power were better than mine.
'Can you see?'
—Roughly.
Ray, who observed the flow of magic power for a moment, continued as if surprised:
—This guy, his core is a bit unusual.
'Core?'
—Yeah, in human terms, it's the center of the mana circuit. What you call potential refers to the size of that core. But in this guy's case, well, his core is small, but should I say the efficiency is extremely good? No, in other words, should I say it's twisted?
'What do you mean? Please explain it in an easy-to-understand way.'
At my question, Ray slowly began to explain. To sum up in one sentence what he said over several minutes...
'So if I'm a faucet, he's like a bucket?'
—How can you interpret my words like that?
It's not that different, is it? Anyway, unlike my core which releases magic power steadily just by turning the tap, Edward has a nature that traps magic power and amplifies it.
The reason he can't release magic power by himself is probably because he doesn't know how to push water out of the bucket yet.
Unlike others who naturally release magic power when they generate it, Edward tries to store magic power.
Edward's magic power was already well settled in his body. Like a glass of water already full. So when someone pours water from the outside, that water overflows.
If I could modify the bracelet I use and hand it over, it seems like he could fly...
—Ordinary people don't have circuits to receive magic power.
'But in Edward's case, he's naturally accepting power from the outside, right? So it seems like we could apply that somehow.'
But to do that, we needed to meet someone who could properly handle artifacts. To be honest, the bracelet I made can't be called a good artifact. Considering how both my arms became well-done steaks when I first made the bracelet, it's definitely not something I can give to others.
[Hey, how long are you going to keep fiddling with my shoulder?]
[Ah.]
I got lost in thought for too long while leaving Edward standing. I quickly took my hand off. Hmm, good. Now that I've checked this guy's insides, it's time to test his combat ability.
I put some distance between Edward and myself and asked:
[Can you absorb any kind of energy?]
[Most of them. Ah, things like poison are troublesome. I'd be poisoned before I could absorb the energy.]
[Hmm. Want to try receiving one?]
The first start was lightning. The lightning that tore through the air melted away in front of Edward. A red flame rose in the center of Edward's golden pupils.
Lightning struck the ground in front of me. It was the lightning Edward sent back.
[Your reaction speed isn't bad.]
The corners of Edward's mouth turned up at my words.
[If my reaction speed was bad, I wouldn't have survived this far.]
Indeed, having survived rolling around at the bottom, Edward's skills weren't bad.
'By the way, when I sent lightning, it came back as lightning. Hmm, but it's definitely not reflection, right?'
—That's right. Though you might mistake it for that because of the speed, that wasn't reflection. Your magic power definitely passed through that guy's body and came out again.
Unlike the talent of reflection that deflects energy pouring in from outside at the body's surface, the lightning magic power I shot was definitely sucked into Edward's body.
That's why he called it absorption. Absorption and emission.
I wove an ice spear in the air. If lightning was one stroke, would this be about two strokes?
[Uh, uh...]
Unlike lightning which was formed by condensed magic power, the ice spear had substance. Unlike the lightning magic power that was smoothly absorbed into his body, the ice spear with the substance of ice couldn't be absorbed in that way.
I'm curious how he can deflect something like this...
[Can I throw it?]
[Ugh, alright.]
Edward nodded. I threw the ice spear towards Edward. The ice spear lost power in front of Edward and fell, piercing the ground. But the 'magic power' in the ice spear remained intact.
What Edward absorbed was the kinetic energy generated when the ice spear was swung down.
Edward's body accelerated momentarily.
'Hmm.'
It seemed like I could roughly get the hang of it if I tested just one more thing. I took out the dagger I had at my waist and threw it to Edward.
[What's this for?]
[Can you break the ice spear?]
I told Edward the thought that came to my mind.
After absorbing the kinetic energy contained in the ice spear, could he break the slowed ice spear and absorb the magic power inside? Or would it just end with breaking the ice spear?
[You mean absorb the magic power contained in the ice spear?]
[Yeah.]
[I've never done anything like that before. Just absorbing kinetic energy has been enough so far.]
[That's why let's try it this time. Aren't you curious too about what will happen?]
I created an ice spear and nodded to Edward. While Edward was nodding, my ice spear flew towards him. Edward broke the ice spear that had slowed in front of him. And then...
[Oh.]
Edward clearly absorbed the magic power contained in the ice spear. I clearly felt the magic power in the air disappear. Edward released that magic power straight ahead.
Seeing the ground freeze over, I moved towards Edward. I took out a mana stone from my bracelet and placed it on Edward's palm.
[What's this?]
[Can you perhaps absorb the mana contained in that mana stone?]
[There's no way that's possible. It's common sense that humans can't use the mana in mana stones.]
[If it doesn't work, try breaking it and absorbing.]
Edward frowned at my words. As Edward said, humans can't directly absorb or use the mana contained in mana stones.
But Edward was a special awakener who couldn't release magic power by himself despite being an awakener. So it means common sense doesn't apply to this guy. 
Moreover, what I saw earlier. Seeing how he absorbed the magic power that flowed out after breaking the ice spear...
[I told you such a thing is impossible.]
[Just try it. It doesn't matter if you break it.]
At my words, Edward broke the mana stone with an uneasy expression.
And then...
[What the.]
Magic power clearly moved around Edward. The magic power stayed only for a moment, but it definitely moved. It was very slight, but certain.
[It's exactly the same as when you broke my ice spear and absorbed the magic power inside. It's just that the subject became a mana stone. Isn't it stranger to think it wouldn't work?]
I looked around and continued:
[The efficiency is not great. Certainly, only a tiny amount of mana flows out when it breaks. Hmm, but definitely. You were able to absorb it.]
Since my side melts mana stones with mana circuits, while Edward absorbs the tiny amount of mana that comes out when broken, the efficiency was bound to be different. The firepower issue seemed like it could be solved by properly decomposing mana stones and creating a device to extract magic power.
Anyway, the conclusion was one.
[It means you can move magic power by yourself too. Though you'd have to consume mana stones each time.]
[Oh.]
Edward's pupils shook at my words. I patted Edward's back.
[I know you're surprised, but don't space out like that. The test is just starting from now. What attributes you can absorb, what your limits are, whether you can apply the absorbed magic power in ways other than just sending it back. There's more than one or two things I want to find out.]
[Oh.]
Edward still had a blank face at my words. I shrugged my shoulders watching Edward who couldn't take his eyes off the shining mana stone powder in his hand.
Well, I don't like getting lost in sentimentality during training, but... I understand since that must have been a huge complex for that guy.
[I thought for my whole life, uh, that there was nothing I could do by myself...]
[You're an awakener too. It's natural that you can handle magic power. Your core was just different from other people's.]
[Just different core...]
[Yeah.]
[If I just have mana stones, I can, I can do something too.]
I lightly hit Edward at those words. Meeting the blank golden pupils, I said:
[You were already an amazing awakener. Right? Being able to absorb someone else's power means you can unconditionally block the opponent's attack. It means you can be a perfect shield. And does it end there? You can also return it to the opponent right after. It means you're an awakener with perfect offense and defense.]
And such people are rare. Usually, ability points are skewed towards either attack or defense.
But Edward is not like that.
It means he has the ability to be both a perfect shield and a perfect spear.
[Learning that there's a way to absorb energy by breaking mana stones just added one more option for you. It's not like you suddenly became competent when you were incompetent before. You were an awesome awakener from the start.]
The corners of Edward's mouth turned up at my words.
[An awesome awakener? Haha! It's funny hearing you say that in your honor student way.]
[Geez.]
Edward burst into laughter at my words. Edward, who tightly gripped the sparkling powder, said:
[Alright, let's find out what I can do from now on.]
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It only took three hours for Edward, who spoke so confidently, to start whining.
[N-now, enough...]
[We haven't done anything yet, and you want to stop? There's still so much we haven't explored.]
[You don't need to throw rocks! I can't break rocks anyway!]
[I thought you might be able to break them somehow if you use kinetic energy well. That's why I said we should look into ways to utilize kinetic energy.]
[Stop it! You madman!]
In the end, Edward ran away from me. Seeing Edward disappear while scattering dirt so I couldn't catch up, I thought maybe I went too far... as if.
"We only did it for three hours!"
—How hellish must those three hours have been for him to react like that?
Tsk, should we call it a day? Yeah, it's the first day, so let's take it easy.
—Take it easy? If you go any harder, we'll see that friend as part of Seo-hyeon's collection tomorrow. You're really something, making someone so worn out on the first day.
'Worn out? It's his own fault for not being properly trained.'
I didn't intend to push Edward this hard from the start. But seeing him use his amazing ability in such a haphazard way made me feel uncomfortable, like the meat I ate yesterday was sitting heavy.
'It felt like watching someone play jacks with diamonds!'
I understand he was always busy just trying to survive and never had time to properly examine his ability, but to think he knew his ability so little...
—Isn't he someone who thought he couldn't do anything alone and shut himself away? Moreover, how could a guy without a single friend to open his heart to find someone to train his ability?
'...That's true.'
He didn't know it himself, but Edward was a shining raw gem.
—Do you still have no thoughts of recruiting him to Weltschmerz?
You were like this with Jeong Ho-san too. Anyway, you're worse than me when it comes to drooling over talent. I quietly shook my head.
'I told you before, what he said wasn't his true feelings.'
He just rushed to the option in front of him due to the shock of all his dreams crumbling.
'I've seen this type before. They struggle to gain recognition from others rather than themselves. That type needs time to get to know themselves by stepping away for a while.'
I hope the time spent with us will be helpful to him.
Whether Edward's dream was right or wrong, it was Kim Jae-ho who shattered that dream, and the responsibility lies with me as Kim Jae-ho's guardian.
'I just hope I can handle this situation well. And recruiting him to our organization doesn't fit at all with resolving this.'
Although it would be grateful if a reliable awakener like Edward joined, our organization is too, well, terrifying to casually bring up recruitment.
—I have no idea what's terrifying about it.
'It's the purpose. Our goal is to defeat that terrifying Seol Rok-jin.'
Seol Rok-jin was by far the worst person I've ever met.
The fact that he can commit terrible acts using brainwashing as a weapon whenever he's cornered, the fact that he has a tight grip on power as a politician. His faint emotions that make you wonder what you'd have to do to shake that poker face.
What I realized in the 9 years I spent with Seol Rok-jin was that finding a way to bring him down was nearly impossible.
Even now, I'm hiding in the shadows with my body extremely lowered because I don't want Seol Rok-jin to discover my existence.
'Killing Seol Rok-jin will take a very long time. I have no intention of stepping out until I'm certain. I don't know what we'll go through in that process, but it won't all be pleasant.'
We won't only do righteous things. Much blood is already on my hands, and there will be more to come.
Despite that, the reason I always act lightly and stay cheerful is...
'Just because the purpose is heavy doesn't mean the process has to be painful and arduous.'
I don't like that kind of thing.
I was originally such a weak person that I didn't have the confidence to walk such a thorny path. Walking steadily towards revenge with the feeling of swallowing blood and crushing bones.
Only the protagonist of a hardboiled movie can do that kind of thing.
I just, very cowardly, want to go that path comfortably and enjoyably.
'Actually, revenge is something that should be done alone without dragging innocent others into the mud, but I'm not strong enough for that.'
I know my limits.
I'm not that great of a person.
My abilities aren't that great, and neither is my personality. I get very lonely easily, I can't do housework, I'm not good at cooking...
—Housework has nothing to do with revenge!
Ugh, I swallowed the laughter that was about to burst out at Ray's words. This is what I mean. I really hate heavy atmospheres.
'Do you remember what I said before? That you can't save the world alone.'
Revenge is similar for me.
The Seol Rok-jin inside me was so huge that my heart ached just thinking about facing Seol Rok-jin alone. The brand on my heart has long since disappeared, but the scars he engraved on my soul still haven't faded.
—Are you still scared of that guy?
'To be precise, I'm only scared now.'
I whispered to Ray.
'In my previous life, I hated Seol Rok-jin to death but wasn't afraid of him. It became that way at some point. Why? Because there was nothing left for him to take away.'
When my life was the only thing Seol Rok-jin could take away, I finally felt free. Because my life was no longer precious to me. In fact, it was the least valuable thing I had.
'Then he branded my heart so I couldn't even die as I pleased, but well, I still wasn't afraid of Seol Rok-jin. But now? I'm terribly afraid.'
It was ironic. I brought in several people because I couldn't do it alone, but that actually gave me more weaknesses.
Yes, now I have too many weaknesses. I have too much to lose.
Jeong Ho-san, Han Seo-hyeon, Kim Jae-ho, Cha Song-jin. And Do Chae-hee, Nam Ju-hyeon, Hong Nan-hee, Professor Geum. Everyone I've reached out to and who has helped me.
Just imagining what might happen to all the people I've saved and who are connected to me at Seol Rok-jin's hands makes my heart constrict terribly.
'So I'm not thinking about how to deal with Seol Rok-jin right now. Because I'm afraid. I have so much to lose now, and I can't possibly think I can protect it all from him for certain.'
Recruitment can't be easy in this situation.
With what feelings did I embrace Cha Song-jin?
With what feelings did I reach out to that guy who knew nothing?
'I'm such a weak person, aren't I? Dragging everyone into this revenge and now being afraid of losing them.'
Ah, this is why I tried not to give affection to anyone. I really didn't learn anything from all those lessons. Even after losing so much, I was still foolishly affectionate.
'Should I buy a massage chair?'
—Is that something to say now?
'Come to think of it, there's no reason I can't buy one now, right?'
Right. I don't know why I didn't buy one all this time when there's no one to stop me now. I'm buying one for each person. We'll put them anywhere, in the living room or wherever, and enjoy them to our heart's content.
Because Seol Rok-jin, who wouldn't let me buy a massage chair, is gone now.
—You really...
'I told you. I don't like heavy atmospheres.'
I burst into laughter and moved my steps. Well, I should see if Cha Song-jin's training is over.
* * *
I headed to IKEA with Han Seo-hyeon alone. But sadly, IKEA didn't sell massage chairs. Han Seo-hyeon told me there was a massage chair specialty store nearby as I stood there with my mouth hanging open.
"What confidence made you come here without even searching first?"
"I thought IKEA would have all furniture."
"The kind of massage chair you want is only sold in specialty stores."
And at that specialty store, there really were lots of massage chairs I had only dreamed of.
"Ooooh!"
Unlike me, who was excitedly enjoying the massage chairs, Han Seo-hyeon calmly listened to the staff's explanation.
"Well, this model has a zero gravity mode where it reclines like this. It needs a bit more installation space for that..."
The staff's explanation sounded like a lullaby. What woke me from my half-asleep state was Han Seo-hyeon frowning.
"So what are you going to buy?"
"Hm? Five of the best ones."
"What? You're going to buy five?"
"Well, there are five people in our house, right? It's okay, I have a lot of money."
"Oh my goodness."
"Why are you buying massage chairs for each person? It's not like dining chairs or something."
"I want to lie in a massage chair whenever I want."
Despite Han Seo-hyeon's dissuasion, I bought five massage chairs.
"Hehehe."
From delivery to installation. I took care of it all myself.
I even made a new room just for the massage chairs. Han Seo-hyeon still looked at me with eyes that couldn't understand, but once he actually lay down in the massage chair, he quietly closed his eyes and enjoyed the massage.
I called everyone else over too.
"Why, why..."
Cha Song-jin, who was half-dead, brightened his eyes seeing the massage chair.
"T-this is!"
"Yeah, you worked hard. From now on, relax your body here after training. Don't forget to shower clean before sitting. I'll kill you if you use it covered in sweat."
"Eek!"
At my chilling threat, Cha Song-jin hurriedly nodded.
"Now, I've put name tags on each one, so use only your own!"
I gave Edward the same explanation in English.
[So you're saying if I sit in this chair, the chair will touch me all over?]
[Well, it gives you a massage.]
[Right. Hmm. Sounds like it might feel strange.]
Edward sat in the chair with a lukewarm expression. Hmph, what a human who doesn't know the coolness of massage chairs.
Kim Jae-ho also sat in a chair following the others. Good, everyone's enjoying the massage chairs well. Now I should sit down and enjoy a massage too.
As I thought that and closed my eyes sitting in the chair, it happened.
Crash.
Bang.
I hurriedly opened my eyes at the sound of something breaking.
"What? What's that sound!"
When I opened my eyes, I saw Kim Jae-ho panting and destroying the massage chair.
"J-Jae-ho! What are you doing!"
"The chair hit me! So I hit the chair back."
I collapsed on the spot watching Kim Jae-ho say that with a triumphant face.
"Insolent chair! Hitting my butt!"
Kim Jae-ho smashed the chair to powder, and no one dared open their mouth. Han Seo-hyeon, who watched Kim Jae-ho panting and leaving his seat, said to me:
"Let's just have Jae-ho hyung skip the massage, okay?"
"...Yeah."
Forget massage chairs.
"Sit him in the thinking chair for 30 minutes."
Go sit in a cursed chair!
—Are you admitting it's a cursed chair too...
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At night after training ended, I started the Weltschmerz meeting. Actually, it wasn't much of a meeting. It started as soon as we finished eating in the kitchen and walked about ten steps to sit in the living room.
"Where's Edward?"
"He's reading a book. After we taught him Korean, he's been reading children's books diligently these days."
"Somehow it feels like he'll learn Korean much faster than we learn English."
Cha Song-jin shrugged, nodding towards Kim Jae-ho and Han Seo-hyeon. He looked like he couldn't handle those two troublemakers. I could understand Kim Jae-ho who barely speaks Korean, but Han Seo-hyeon?
"What can I do when my brain freezes up just looking at English? I just wish everyone in the world would learn Korean."
Han Seo-hyeon's face was full of ambition as he dreamed an impossible dream.
It's like I could hear his inner voice saying, 'I must become the world's number one! I'll become number one and make Korean the world's common language!'
"I found studying English fun though."
Boos immediately poured out at Cha Song-jin's words.
"Boo, that's just you, hyung."
"But doesn't Edward teach pretty well?"
Even Han Seo-hyeon couldn't deny that. Edward's lessons were certainly good.
This was unexpected too. Edward was surprisingly good at handling people. He gave just the right level of education. He enticed Kim Jae-ho, who likes cute things, with cute characters, and approached Han Seo-hyeon by translating various international news.
He focused on conversation-based lessons with Cha Song-jin, who secretly likes to chat.
For me, it was a life-or-death one-on-one tutoring, so I don't really remember how I learned, making it hard to compare with John's lessons, but Edward's lessons were certainly quite good.
"Come to think of it, what is Jae-ho teaching?"
While everyone else was teaching something, it seemed like I told Kim Jae-ho to learn something too so he wouldn't feel left out.
Han Seo-hyeon answered my question, not Kim Jae-ho.
"These days he's teaching Cha Song-jin hyung various self-defense techniques. Though he's not digesting it at all."
At Han Seo-hyeon's words, Cha Song-jin's face turned red.
"Well, that's because Jae-ho moves in impossible ways!"
"Hyung's movements were pretty impossible too."
Remembering Cha Song-jin's body fluttering in the air like a flag in the wind, I nodded heavily. I patted Cha Song-jin's shoulder and said:
"Let's exercise hard from now on."
"Ugh."
Cha Song-jin lowered his head with a red face. The past few days of training must have engraved in his bones that his physical strength was lacking.
"By the way, what's the reason for calling this meeting today?"
"It seems like we haven't heard Song-jin hyung officially say he'll join our Weltschmerz."
"Ah, is that so?"
Cha Song-jin said with blushing cheeks:
"I already said I want to join your team. That I understand all your goals."
"Even knowing what kind of things we might do in the future."
"Yeah."
"Then now hyung is, um, officially a member of our Weltschmerz, uh..."
I cleared my throat, and Han Seo-hyeon frowned and said:
"Is this the best you can do?"
"H-how else should I say it better?"
"Welcome to our Weltschmerz! It should be at least that much."
"Woooo!"
Kim Jae-ho clapped loudly from behind. Right, maybe I should have prepared a proper initiation ceremony. I scratched the back of my head.
—You've attended plenty of ceremonies, is this really the best you can do?
'I absolutely hate imitating those ceremonies. Our Weltschmerz initiation ceremony can't be the same as those events where they put a fancy cake in the middle, spout nonsense, and clap hands.'
Maybe I should have followed the Peach Garden Oath instead. Though a peach tree might be too much, there are plenty of trees in the mountains...
No, even so, 'Though born on different days, we'll die on the same day!' is too barbaric.
—Whatever it is, it seems like it would have been better than this.
'Yes.'
I was too unprepared. Next time I should at least make a banner.
"Now let's decide hyung's nickname first."
"...N-nickname?"
"Yeah, you can't go around with the name Cha Song-jin when we're active. We need to make a name for you to use outside just in case."
"Can't I just be a member of Weltschmerz? I've never seen news articles mentioning specific members of Weltschmerz."
Ugh, speaking the truth! Well, the nicknames we decided were barely revealed to the public. But still.
"We might get involved with other villain organizations in the future. Having that kind of identity is important."
I said to Cha Song-jin, who still looked puzzled:
"Besides, we can't openly call you Song-jin hyung when we go out. What if someone recognizes you right away and puts out a wanted notice?"
I know this is quite an embarrassing thing to do. But what can we do! Anonymity is the most important thing for us.
"You only need to be embarrassed once at the beginning."
Han Seo-hyeon said that while patting Cha Song-jin's shoulder. No, you don't seem to have been embarrassed even once from the beginning until now...
—With that terrifying word 'death' no less.
'That's right.'
But I should keep quiet here, or I might face retribution from Han Seo-hyeon if I point that out. Cha Song-jin rolled his eyes and asked us:
"What are all your nicknames?"
"I'm Shen."
"Shen? Isn't that too American?"
"To be precise, it's the Chinese reading of the 'sin' at the end of my name."
"Why China of all places?"
"Well, that's a long story... To cut it short, the person I wanted to tell my name to was Chinese."
"Oh, who's that?"
Cha Song-jin said with sparkling eyes.
"There's no love story like you're expecting. I told her my name so she'd come seek revenge on me."
"Huh?"
"It's Xie Haozhu."
"That girl who said her father was murdered?"
I quickly changed the subject at Cha Song-jin's horrified look.
"And this one is Tod."
"It means death in German. I heard our organization name came from German too, so I just went with that."
"That's too authentic for 'just'... Then what about Jae-ho?"
"Jae-ho is..."
I swallowed hard at Cha Song-jin's words and said:
"Jae-ho."
"Huh? Didn't you just say we can't use our real names?"
"He says we can't call him anything different. What can we do when he insists his name must be Kim Jae-ho?"
"Jae-ho is Jae-ho."
We threw up our hands at Kim Jae-ho's stubbornness.
"But hyung is someone we can reason with, right?"
Cha Song-jin nodded at my desperate look and said:
"Even so, um, I can't think of a proper name right away."
"Anything is fine."
"Hmm."
After agonizing for a long time, Cha Song-jin finally opened his mouth.
"So I'm a teleporter, right? So maybe Porter for short?"
"Oh, using the nickname Porter while having teleportation ability..."
What's this inexplicable chill? Why do I feel like we absolutely must not use this name?
"T-this won't do."
"You're Shen!"
"Porter is not allowed, not Porter!"
Han Seo-hyeon sighed watching us start a childish fight.
"Really. Making such a fuss over something you can just name casually. Right, Jae-ho hyung?"
"You're too complicated too. Just be Seo-hyeon."
"...That won't work, hyung."
"Why?"
"...Never mind, hyung. Let's just watch."
* * *
On the day we finally decided Cha Song-jin's nickname after much trouble, I headed to Professor Geum. Professor Geum, who greeted me with quite dissatisfied eyes, soon brightened his eyes at the new information I delivered.
"So you're saying Weltschmerz has one more member?"
"Yes, and we also have one temporary guest. You don't need to worry about the guest, but well. Anyway, we need a lot more items now."
"Where do you keep picking up people like that?"
Professor Geum looked at me as if I was strange. I didn't plan this either, but what can I do when new people keep appearing wherever I go?
"Well, three was too few for a proper hero team anyway."
"What? What are you saying..."
"It's nothing!"
He seemed to have said something. Before I could ask what he said, Professor Geum quickly changed the subject.
"So what's the new one like?"
I briefly explained Cha Song-jin's ability. And the new nickname.
"It's X. It comes from 'escape'."
That was the nickname Cha Song-jin came up with after agonizing for a long time. Han Seo-hyeon said it was 'sycophancy' or whatever, but when asked if he didn't also choose a foreign language for his nickname, he shut his mouth.
He originally wanted to use 'destination'. But because shortening the first two letters becomes 'des', our team's death-obsessed Han Seo-hyeon got angry saying it overlapped with his concept.
It was no use saying it wasn't that 'death'.
In that sense, X. Actually, Cha Song-jin's face was full of fatigue as he uttered that word. He looked like he wanted to decide on any nickname and rest. So I just nodded instead of saying anything.
"Oho."
"He said he'd like an 'X' on the mask."
Of course, I was planning to entrust Cha Song-jin's share of items to Professor Geum too. Professor Geum's eyes sparkled.
"By the way, a non-combatant, huh. This is the first member like this. We'll need some more unique items."
"...What are you planning to do?"
"No, it's nothing. Just a good idea came to mind."
Well, he says this, so it shouldn't be harmful to me. And I had something else to ask Professor Geum.
"Can you get an artifact that can block mental abilities?"
"Hmm, I could probably find one if I look, but. Something like that would be incredibly expensive though?"
I poured out the dollars I had received from Han Seo-hyeon in advance.
"Is this enough?"
"Where did you get this money, no, don't tell me."
Professor Geum raised his hand theatrically and said:
"I'm not confident in keeping secrets."
"The pose is cool but the words are not at all."
"I'm just telling the truth. Haha, I'd spill everything if someone just mentioned the 'T' in torture. So don't tell me too deep secrets."
"That's really reassuring."
I'm newly relieved to know that one of my few collaborators has such a loose tongue that would blow away in the wind.
"Ah, and one more thing."
"More? You're trying to suck me dry when you've come after so long. Well, go ahead and say it."
"We need more phones. And I have something I want to ask about the phones..."
I cleared my throat and said while looking at Professor Geum:
"Have you been paying all the phone bills?"
"Yeah, ah. I guess so? I just set up automatic transfers from a borrowed-name account so I didn't know. Why?"
"Is it okay to make in-app purchases for mobile games on that phone..."
Damn, my face is turning all red trying to say it out loud. I turned my gaze away and continued:
"T-the pity is 80 pulls or something. No, well, if the money going out that way is too much, I can pay for it. So is it okay to make in-app purchases for games, or not?"
Professor Geum went quiet at my question. Right, it's a bit much after all. It's one thing to help a villain organization from behind, but to ask if it's okay to make in-app purchases for games in the meantime. It's a bit unseemly, isn't it?
"I guess it's a bit..."
"What game are you playing? What is it! Encore◆Boys? Baseball Stars?"
"What?"
"If not those, then is it that? Pocket Girls? No, 80 pulls to pity? Then there's only that game, Mighty Girls?"
"Ah."
I barely managed to escape that dungeon-like house, avoiding Professor Geum who said he was a comrade and could understand any preference as I couldn't easily say the game name.
"Ugh..."
This is the worst. I gritted my teeth remembering Nam Ju-hyeon's face.
Although a Villain, My Wish is World Peace - Chapter 248
[Huff...]
[Are you tired already? We still have a mountain of things to do.]
Edward looked at me with a shocked expression. Why is he making that face? We've only done 3 hours!
—Don't you think you're pushing him too hard?
'It's because his weak points are so noticeable.'
Edward's weakness is clear. He needs to accurately recognize what type of energy it is each time he absorbs energy. Because of that, his reaction is slow. So he's weak against combination attacks.
'Isn't it a shame that he can't utilize his talent to be the most perfect shield better than this?'
—How many awakeners do you think can pour out various attributes in succession like you?
Hmm, maybe throwing five in a row was a bit much.
Edward only reacted to two of them. The first attack, and the last attack. He couldn't even react to the middle attacks and just got hit.
It's only because I aimed away from vital points and lowered the output of all attacks, otherwise he would have been critically injured.
'Still, it's better to be clearly aware of your weaknesses.'
I said to Edward:
[It would have been good if you absorbed the first attack to create a shield.]
[I told you I can only deflect them for now.]
[That's why we need to train that point too.]
[Can't we do just one thing at a time?]
[Of course not. When we can train your reaction speed and how to utilize absorbed energy simultaneously, how can we pass that up?]
How great is this? Such 2-for-1 training is rare.
—Isn't there usually a reason things are rare?
I shook my head at Ray's quip. There's a reason for pushing Edward like this.
[You think too much.]
Considering Edward's ability, it doesn't make sense that he needs to check the type of energy flying at him.
'We need to make him absorb it naturally like breathing, without going through thought.'
There's a reason I'm pushing Edward this hard. Edward thinks too much.
[I, I can't do any more today.]
[It seems like we could do a bit more...]
[Yeah, it'll work out. I'll become a corpse.]
[Don't whine too much.]
'But his reaction speed is definitely getting faster.'
—He has to if he wants to live. With attacks flying every 1-2 seconds, he'd be in tatters if he got hit by all of them.
'Anyone watching would think I'm really tormenting Edward.'
All I want is for Edward to use his ability well. I'm sincerely cheering for him.
Should I let him rest for today?
[Rest well today.]
[Sob sob.]
At my words, Edward pretended to cry as he went inside. Not shedding a single tear, the detestable thing!
Next, I watched Cha Song-jin's training. Well, this time I literally just 'watched'.
"Hyung, your posture is collapsing. Straighten your back, open your chest, and hold your shoulders up without drooping."
"Ugh, ugh, uhhh."
Hmm, teaching well.
—That guy. He's smiling while watching someone else's pain, and with such a terrifying face...
'Well, it's better than crying.'
I brushed off Ray's words casually, but even I broke out in a cold sweat the moment I saw Han Seo-hyeon's chilling expression.
Han Seo-hyeon is a bit dangerous after all. I deliberately ignored Cha Song-jin crawling on the ground and went inside the building. He won't kill him, right? He'll get healthier. There's no muscle growth without pain, after all.
After entering the house, I checked the news. The first thing I looked at was the trends of the major guilds.
In the past around this time, Sirius had collapsed so severely that there was no talk of a comeback, but the current Sirius is different.
It's true they took a huge hit from Seol Rok-jin's scheme, but they successfully conquered Serena's Ice Palace, the super rookie Yoo Seon-je is alive, and they managed to stop the department store terror attack...
The situation wasn't too bad. The problem was that all the first-string members who strongly supported Sirius were swept away. But they found a solution for that too.
'They swept up almost all of this year's Babel Academy graduates.'
There are no rookies with S-grade potential, but Babel is Babel. They can't put them in the first string right away, but they'll be a great help if properly nurtured for 1-2 years.
—Are the graduates there that good?
'They're definitely on a different level from other academies. Babel is about the only place that actually goes out for gate practice.'
Even in the future where hatred for awakeners reached its peak, the words 'Babel graduate' still drew admiring looks. Though it's not a place with particularly good memories for me.
—Come to think of it, what kind of place is that academy? Looking at how your country operates, that place doesn't seem normal either.
'Hmm, it should be fine until next year. It was quite alright until one person who enters next year takes over the academy. Though there's some corruption and severe discrimination among students, it's just an ordinary academy.'
—What part of that is ordinary?
'When you gather talented kids and make them fight for ranking, of course there will be bullying and discrimination problems.'
There are character development classes for awakeners too, but how much help can those few hours be? If they were, Yoo Seon-je wouldn't have been so rude.
The surprising fact is, Yoo Seon-je wasn't even the worst among them. Actually, Yoo Seon-je's level of rudeness was quite tolerable. At least he wouldn't cause trouble unless provoked first. There were plenty of worse guys than him.
Kids who were already guaranteed success just by being born with decent talent acted all high and mighty as if they were already something. Well, it's not entirely wrong.
'Awakeners born with moderate talent don't have much to fear. It's always the middling people, and those at the bottom who get hurt.'
My mouth tasted bitter, but there's nothing I can do about it right now.
'Still, I think I should visit Babel once. Because the guy who's going to enter there is a real bastard.'
That person with the ability of fascination sold off Korea's talented people to foreign countries.
'Remember the human trafficking group Taika Cooper mentioned? The organization that sold off talented awakeners. I strongly feel they might be connected to that.'
He'll be appointed around fall or winter this year, so I should take care of other business and infiltrate Babel before then. As a janitor or whatever.
'I can't let the future forces who could prevent destruction be lost so futilely.'
Let's keep that plan in mind for now.
Now let's solve the immediate issues step by step.
I checked the text from Nam Ju-hyeon. I delivered the phone I got from Professor Geum to Nam Ju-hyeon through Han Seo-hyeon yesterday. I hope she keeps it safe this time without Xie Haozhu taking it away.
I gave Nam Ju-hyeon permission to make in-app purchases in games. Yeah, let's consider this a kind of activity expense. However, Nam Ju-hyeon didn't seem very happy at my words.
"The pickup period is already over! Ugh! Why didn't you tell me a day earlier!"
"Can't you get it at all if the pickup period is over?"
"That's not it, but! The odds are terrible. There's no pity system either!"
"Whether the odds are terrible or whatever. Keep pulling until you get what you want. I'll support you that much."
And then the replies stopped. I ignored it thinking she might be busy, but the reply I just checked was outrageous.
"What, are you proposing?"
"What kind of horrifying words are those?"
Why are you trying to repay someone's goodwill with enmity? Nam Ju-hyeon sent a bunch of laughing emojis at my disgusted reaction.
"Ah, right. I passed on the materials you requested to D."
By the way, D stands for Do Chae-hee. I thought it was ridiculous to abbreviate even that, but since mentioning real names could be dangerous, I went along with it.
It was also much healthier than the taste of someone who keeps trying to make me a Power Ranger knockoff.
"Ah, and there was a special request from D's side..."
Request? Can't you just say favor?
"What is it?"
Nam Ju-hyeon said to my question:
"She wants you to find Manager Cheong who runs a detective agency."
I froze holding the phone at that name.
Manager Cheong. It was a name I hadn't heard in a very long time.
* * *
"So you're saying there's someone here who knows the real truth?"
After much trouble, Kim Doo-sik and Choi In-hyuk arrived in Cambodia. The fortuneteller who was said to live near Angkor Wat, north of Siem Reap, stubbornly insisted on seeing the client's face in person to give an answer, so Choi In-hyuk finally flew here directly after finishing all his schedules.
The airfare to get here and the cost of a local guide who would also serve as an interpreter. The situation had already become a case of the tail wagging the dog, but Choi In-hyuk didn't bend his determination to collect the debt from that damn Kang Yi-sin.
Kim Doo-sik nodded while watching Choi In-hyuk's terrifying gaze.
"It's damn hot."
Unlike Korea where it was still winter in March, Cambodia's weather was sweltering. It was cool in the shade since it wasn't humid, but the area where that damn fortuneteller lived had all the trees and buildings cleared away.
"Why is it in a place like this?"
"They say this is where divine energy is closest."
"Bullshit."
Choi In-hyuk frowned. Anyway, what they found after arriving there sweating profusely was a small mud hut. Yes, a mud hut. No matter how you looked at it, it wasn't a place where a successful fortuneteller would be, but the surroundings were packed with people.
Those people gave looks to the two who arrived late as if telling them to line up, and Choi In-hyuk and Kim Doo-sik had no choice but to get in line.
"Damn it, if I don't get a proper answer, I won't let this slide."
Kim Doo-sik just kept swallowing at Choi In-hyuk's muttering aura. Thinking that this young master's presence was no joke.
How long did they wait like that? Just before sunset, Choi In-hyuk, Kim Doo-sik, and the interpreter, the three of them were finally able to set foot in that supposedly amazing fortuneteller's, no, truth office.
Sitting there was a woman in her early 30s. With dark skin and long curly hair hanging down, she tilted her head looking at the three people.
[You have more than one question.]
Choi In-hyuk asked what that meant to the words the interpreter delivered.
[I can only answer one thing a day.]
"So what does that mean?"
[I can tell you the truth for certain, but I can only answer yes or no.]
"Can't you just give a simple direct answer? Like where that bastard is?"
[It's possible to narrow down the range. But I can't spit out an address. My answer is always 'yes' or 'no'.]
Choi In-hyuk gritted his teeth at the unexpected restriction.
"Fine, let's do it. First question."
Choi In-hyuk swallowed and said:
"Is that bastard alive?"
The answer to that question was 'YES', and the next question...
[The divine only answers one question a day. Come back tomorrow.]
"Damn it!"
Choi In-hyuk clenched his fist.
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