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    Chapter 1 Victory Cry 1

    Victory Cry 1

"Do-hyun, do you know this?"

Ji-soo, with a sword strapped to her waist, asked me.

Her black hair tickled me, and I almost coughed.

"There’s a big bar in Sindorim."

"Moment? That expensive place where one drink costs 10,000 won?"

"Yes. These days, they offer free drinks to hunters who defeat Grade 7 monsters."

Ji-soo’s eyes sparkled.

She had always been a natural drinker.

"Even if it’s free, wouldn’t it be cheap alcohol?"

"No way! The drink is called ‘Victory Cry,’ a celebratory liquor to thank those who protect the city!"

Ji-soo clenched her fists with an excited expression.

"So, let’s definitely go there after we catch the wyvern this time."

She said with a cheerful smile.

"Will the party leader take me along too?"

"Why wouldn’t he? You’re officially our party’s healer."

Despite her reassurance, I let out a deep sigh.

To be honest, I was someone who didn’t belong with a beautiful person like her.

Though she treated me kindly out of pity, most of the other party members weren’t fond of me, the “outdated” one.

They only held back their disdain because Ji-soo, the party's key main damage dealer, cherished me.

Sometimes, I wanted to ask her.

Why was she so kind to someone like me, who was neither handsome nor gifted?

Under the gray sky, she smiled at me again.

That smile seemed to answer my doubts, easing the heaviness in my chest.

"It’s okay. Humans weren’t originally creatures who depended on skills, right?"

Her golden eyes gleamed in the glow.

Looking into those vibrant eyes, I felt as if I could truly achieve something, just as she said.

A feeling that maybe, at any moment, a new talent would emerge within me.

That feeling was what allowed me to endure the contempt I had faced while clinging to this party.

"Before the gates opened, we didn’t have system windows or superpowers, did we?"

I froze in place at her words.

The world before the gates opened…

Five years ago, cracks appeared across the Earth.

From those cracks, monsters from another world poured out, and the world I once knew ended.

Through system windows that appeared in mid-air, we were each granted skills.

And we began to fight, either for humanity or for personal desires.

Some gained mythical powers.

Some achieved extraordinary miracles, like something out of a comic book.

But not everyone gained such abilities.

Some, like me, received mediocre healing skills, and others were even entirely powerless.

In an instant, the world's order shifted from society to abilities.

I suddenly imagined myself meeting Ji-soo before the world changed.

Meeting her at an ordinary university, going on ordinary dates together.

"Hey! Are you coming or not?"

The party leader, Hyun-soo, called out to me in an irritated voice.

Thanks to his harsh tone, I was able to snap out of my thoughts.

"Yes, I’m coming!"

I hurriedly ran toward my party members.

The ruined streets of Yeouido.

A building with its outer walls torn off, revealing unsightly steel frames, was cloaked in dark shadows.

We all knew better than anyone that the grotesque figure was today’s target.

A Grade 7 monster, notoriously impossible to defeat without a major hunter guild.

‘Blue Wyvern.’

Its massive tail coiled around a building.

When it moved once, walls crumbled, and when it moved twice, steel frames bent.

"Everyone, get ready! It’s coming!"

Soon, the world darkened.

The enormous dragon’s wings blotted out the sun.

"-----."

A deafening screech that felt like it would tear my ears apart.

As I struggled to cover my ears, party leader Hyun-soo and Ji-soo drew their axe and sword with determined faces.

"Gyu-seon, we’re counting on you!"

Gyu-seon, the party’s archer, pulled his bowstring.

Meanwhile, Ji-soo focused all her strength on her legs.

"Here I go!"

As he released the string, a barrage of arrows flew and struck the building.

As if perfectly coordinated, Ji-soo used those arrows as footholds to leap into the air.

She unsheathed her sword and spun mid-air, slashing down with her blade.

Following the arc of her swing, flames erupted and burrowed into the wyvern’s thick body.

"----!!"

The monster instantly lashed its tail to attack the small swordswoman flying toward it.

This is bad...

A tail strike several times larger than her own body.

No matter how skilled Ji-soo was, getting hit mid-air would be fatal.

"!"

Party leader Hyun-soo rushed forward, wielding his massive shield, and positioned himself in front of the tail.

The moment he caught Ji-soo, the tail’s blow was so powerful that his shield bent under the impact, engulfing them both in a wave of rubble.

They plummeted together with the debris.

I hurried toward my fallen comrades.

This is the only thing someone like me can do.

I dug through the rubble and reached out to them.

「Healing.」

A soft light radiated from my fingertips, enveloping their wounds.

The blue bruises on their bodies gradually turned red.

"That’s enough!"

Hyun-soo abruptly stopped receiving healing and got up from the ground.

"But your injuries still..."

"If I sit here taking your lousy heals, the monster will escape!"

His massive arm batted my hand away.

Catching his breath, Hyun-soo charged back toward the massive shadow.

Falling debris from the collapsing building.

Searing blue flames that made it hard to even breathe.

Cries of my comrades echoed from all directions.

But the tank, the archer, and the swordswoman all charged valiantly toward the overwhelming force before them.

My legs trembled uncontrollably.

It was as if my body knew better than I did how weak I was, sending signals to flee this place.

"Watch out!"

Huh...?

The moment I came to my senses, a chunk of concrete was falling toward me.

Gyu-seon shoved me aside, and we tumbled to the ground together.

"Gyu-seon...!"

"Hyung, what are you doing? Do you think wyvern hunting is a regular raid?"

"Sorry..."

"Gyu-seon, why aren’t you shooting during the damage phase?"

Hyun-soo shouted while bracing his shield.

"Sorry! Do-hyun hyung was in danger just now..."

"Forget about that idiot and focus on your job! He’s not even capable of healing himself properly!"

While Gyu-seon hesitated, the wyvern folded its wings again.

The wound Ji-soo had inflicted disappeared from sight.

"Damn it! Useless fool..."

I felt resentment.

I resented myself for having nothing but a pathetic healing skill.

I resented this world that had suddenly changed.

I even resented the leader who had swatted away my hand, despite my effort to help.

Amid the deafening explosions, I lowered my head and covered my ears.

If only the world would end here.

For a brief moment, a dark thought crossed my mind—that if we failed this raid, the blame would fall on someone else, not me.

As I sank into such negativity, someone reached out a hand to me.

I knew the rough hand’s owner.

It was Ji-soo.

Her face was covered in ash, her body smeared with blood.

I couldn’t tell if the blood was hers or the wyvern’s.

"Healer, can you heal me quickly?"

Ji-soo asked with her usual bright smile.

"..."

I stared blankly at her blood-stained hand.

Her fingers were blistered, a testament to her hard work, making it hard to believe they belonged to a woman.

In contrast, my healer’s hands were as pale as porcelain.

For a moment, I felt so ashamed that I almost slapped her hand away.

"Noona."

"Yes?"

"After this raid, find a new healer."

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. I don’t want to burden everyone anymore."

I let out a heavy sigh.

But that sigh soon turned into a yelp.

Ji-soo had struck my head with her fist.

"You idiot."

She glared at me, her face filled with uncharacteristic anger.

"Did I ever teach you that?"

"Teach me what?"

"Did I teach you to just run away when things get tough?"

"But everyone’s getting hurt because of me! I hate it. I hate living with the guilt of putting people in danger because of me..."

I lifted my head and looked at her.

Something was caught in my eyes, making her silhouette waver.

"Who starts off strong from the beginning?"

Ji-soo reached her hand out to me again.

"Hyun-soo couldn’t even lift a shield with one hand in the past. Gyu-seon couldn’t hit a stationary apple with his arrows."

"And I? I used to swing my sword at empty air, even with a scarecrow right in front of me."

She smiled faintly and asked me in return.

"But do you know how we got this far?"

Under the black sun, her figure glowed.

"We all endured, waiting for each other to grow. And we’re going to wait for you too."

"Wait... what?"

"Even that gruff Hyun-soo worries about you a lot, you know."

That irritable leader... worries about me?

"We’re investing in you. So stop saying you’re a burden. If you feel sorry for us, just work harder."

I stared blankly at her hand.

I felt ashamed of myself for having such embarrassing thoughts.

There was someone right in front of me who wanted my ability.

"That’s all there is to it."

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand.

Then, without a word, I took her hand.

At that moment, a dazzling light burst from our clasped hands.

The brilliance was blinding, unlike anything I had ever seen.

「Angelic Hand」

Ji-soo’s blistered hand was restored in mere seconds, the skin becoming pristine and white.

"Now, watch closely."

Ji-soo stood up from the rubble, unshaken.

"Watch what the hands you healed can accomplish."

She gripped her sword tightly with both hands.

Flames flickered along the blade and soon engulfed her entire body.

「 Butterfly Dream」

The pinnacle reached by a flame swordswoman at the rank of an A-grade hunter.

Not a mere swordswoman, but a nameless ranker soared into the sky through the rubble.

Through the pouring sunlight, she leaped with all her might.

And with all her strength, she delivered a final blow to the shadow that covered the sun.

Her red sword sliced through the sky, letting brilliant light pour through the gap.


  
    Chapter 2 Victory Cry 2

    Victory Cry 2  

We won.  

The wyvern, which I thought was impossible to defeat, had turned into chunks of meat scattered in the sky.  

Amidst that downpour, Ji-soo slowly descended to the ground.  

"Noona..."  

I hurriedly ran toward her.  

Gyu-seon was already standing beside her, praising the finishing blow she had delivered.  

It was a joyous occasion.  

My beloved noona had surpassed herself once again.  

But the more she experienced such moments, the more bittersweet I felt.  

The stronger she became, the farther away she seemed to grow from me.  

Imagining the day when she'd leave as a ranker, while I'd only watch, made it hard to smile freely.  

"Why the long face on such a good day?"  

Hyun-soo hyung asked, puffing on a cigarette.  

He stood still next to me, gazing at Ji-soo and Gyu-seon.  

"Well... I just feel like I wasn't much help again this time."  

Hyun-soo glanced at me briefly, then flicked his cigarette ash onto the scattered chunks of meat.  

"Still, you did better today."  

Unexpected words came out of his mouth.  

His expression wasn’t the condescending one he usually showed me.  

"Ji-soo's last strike earlier—it faintly carried a holy attribute buff."  

"A holy attribute buff...?"  

"What? You didn’t even realize what you did?"  

"Not at all."  

Hyun-soo casually rested his thick arm on my shoulder.  

His arm, which always felt so heavy, felt oddly bearable today.  

"Think carefully. What's the difference between the healing you gave Ji-soo earlier and your past heals?"  

The difference...  

I held onto that word and thought hard.  

What could have changed?  

The manifestation of my ability was the same as always.  

"Oppa! Do-hyun!"  

Ji-soo came running toward us, smiling brightly.  

She stumbled as she tripped over a chunk of meat.  

"So clumsy..."  

Hyun-soo shook his head and flicked the cigarette he had finished onto the ground.  

"Did you both see? How I sliced that massive dragon in one blow!"  

"Yeah, yeah, we saw. How does it feel to land the final strike after all our hard work holding it off?"  

"It feels amazing!"  

She grinned widely, her face still covered in blood.  

"Noona, congratulations. Taking down a Grade 7 monster without any backing—now it's just a matter of time before you become famous."  

"Of course! Someone might’ve already uploaded it to YouTube by now."  

Ji-soo, anticipating a potential broadcast appearance, tried to tidy her face with her powered-off phone.  

However, with the wyvern’s blood splattered all over her, it seemed impossible to appear on screen without cleaning up first.  

"Don’t forget me when you’re famous—"  

I smiled, doing my best to hide my bitter feelings.  

"What are you talking about?"  

She tilted her head.  

"Of course, we’ll do the next raid together too!"  

Ji-soo playfully shoved my shoulder.  

"Yeah, kid. We’re sticking together at least until we take down a Grade 3 monster."  

Hyun-soo crossed his arms, replying in a tired tone.  

"Means I’ll be stuck looking at your annoying faces for a while."  

"Don’t like it? Then leave. I might as well recruit a warrior class that’s better-looking and more capable!"  

"What’s that? Who do you think has been training you all this time? You should be paying me tuition fees!"  

At the mention of money, Ji-soo visibly recoiled.  

While they laughed and joked, I quietly looked down at my hands—the hands that had worked a miracle earlier.  

Did I grow a little through today’s experience?  

If I truly had gained a buff skill like Hyun-soo mentioned, maybe I could laugh and joke as freely as they did someday.  

Yes, I wouldn’t let myself wallow anymore.  

"Come on, let’s go collect the loot before Gyu-seon takes it all for himself."  

Ji-soo rubbed her palms together and headed toward the wyvern’s corpse.  

Hyun-soo began to follow her with his heavy steps.  

"Hyung."  

"What?"  

"There’s a bar in Seoul called 'Moment'."  

"A bar? What’s with the sudden topic?"  

"They have a drink there called Victory Cry. It’s a commemorative drink for hunters who succeed in raids."  

"Drinks are all the same anyway."  

"Still, I want to drink it with you, Gyu-seon, and noona."  

Hyun-soo stopped in his tracks.  

"Do whatever you want..."  

He muttered in a low voice and stuffed his hands in his pockets before continuing toward the wyvern’s corpse.  

As my comrades moved farther away, I tilted my head back and looked up.  

The once-ashen sky was now clear and cloudless.  

Yes, my life starts now.  

I closed my eyes.  

Then I took a deep breath.  

"..."  

Already, my body felt lighter, as if I’d become a new person.  

Time to move, too.  

I recalled watching a YouTube video about what kind of loot wyverns dropped.  

If its teeth were forged, they could make excellent protective gear.  

Maybe I should craft wrist guards for noona, who always hurt her wrists during sword practice.  

The rest could be used to make arrowheads for Gyu-seon.  

And for Hyun-soo hyung, knee protectors.  

"..."  

While lost in thought, I suddenly felt a strange sense of unease in the sky.  

It seemed like someone was standing on the steel frame of a broken building.  

"Who could that be...?"  

I blinked, wondering if I had seen it wrong.  

The moment I rubbed my eyes, the small silhouette had already disappeared from the steel frame.  

"Was it just my imagination...?"  

Well, considering today was the hardest raid we’d ever faced, I could’ve been fatigued.  

I shook off the thought and walked toward my comrades.  

But as I approached, a strange red dot appeared in the space where my comrades stood.  

"What’s that...?"  

I furrowed my brow and stared at the dot intently.  

Were they too distracted by the loot to notice it?  

While walking cautiously, I suddenly stopped.  

I realized what that dot signified.  

Chills ran down my spine as if all the blood in my body had drained into the ground.  

"Hyung! Noona! Get away from there!"  

I shouted urgently, and my comrades all turned to look at me.  

Above them, a small rod began to fall.  

"No!"  

The rod embedded itself near them, emitting an eerie scream.  

As I reached out toward them, crimson waves erupted from the rod.  

Then, Hyun-soo hyung and Gyu-seon’s bodies started to distort like liquid.  

Gyu-seon’s form completely collapsed first, spraying blood in all directions before disappearing.  

Soon after, Hyun-soo hyung’s body succumbed to the waves, exploding into a burst of blood as well.  

Only Ji-soo noona remained, standing firm with her sword embedded in the ground.  

But even she seemed to be struggling, as black blood began to drip from her eyes and mouth.  

"How could this..."  

"Do-hyun! Don’t come over here!"  

She managed to shout at me, coughing up blood.  

What is this?  

This... It has to be a dream, right?  

It doesn’t make sense otherwise.  

I’ve never heard of such a power before!  

"Wow, your comrades are impressive."  

Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice spoke near me where no one had been before.  

The strange presence froze me in place.  

"D-rank guys usually burst right away, but how’s she holding on?"  

I forced my stiff eyes to move and looked toward the voice’s owner.  

Black hair and crimson eyes.  

A young woman in a navy hoodie and tracksuit.  

Through the gap in her hood, I could see a tattoo on her neck that read "09."  

Instinctively, I knew.  

This woman had been the one standing on the steel frame earlier.  

"Shall we turn up the intensity?"  

With a snap of her fingers, the rod’s screams grew louder.  

So loud that the glass windows of the surrounding ruins shattered.  

I had to move.  

I had to stop her.  

But my body wouldn’t obey.  

Like when I faced the wyvern, my useless body was paralyzed with fear again.  

I thought I had grown a bit, but I was just a fool.  

While I stood frozen in fear, Ji-soo’s body continued to falter.  

"But aren’t you going to help her? You seem pretty close, from what I’ve seen."  

The insane killer stared directly into my eyes and asked.  

Her crimson eyes had no focus, like those of an insect.  

"Oh, is it because you think you’d be no help anyway? If that’s the reason, you’re smarter than I thought."  

Her eyes narrowed mockingly.  

"Then stay there like the bug you are and just watch."  

She pulled a small dagger from her sleeve.  

The blade was coated in a sickly purple liquid.  

With each drop that fell to the ground, steam hissed up from the surface.  

If she hit noona with that, she’d surely die.  

I had to stop her somehow.  

But why...  

Why is all I can do as a man to cry and sniffle? How pathetic.  

Hot tears slid down my lips.  

The salty taste on my tongue reminded me of something noona had once said.  

"Humans weren’t made to depend on skills, you know."  

I bit down on my tongue.  

I chewed and tore at it like mad, sinking my teeth deep into the flesh.  

A chunk of bloody flesh fell to the ground with a thud.  

Then, the blood that had drained from my body surged back, flooding me with heat.  

The fear that had gripped me finally loosened its hold.  

Freed from my shackles, I bolted forward like a madman.  

Even if I, a skill-less weakling, charged a ranker, there was nothing I could do.  

But what did it matter?  

Fueled solely by the desire to save noona, I grabbed the shoulder of the psycho ranker.  

"What the..."  

As my hand touched her shoulder, a soft white light burst from my fingertips.  

The light enveloped the ranker’s body.  

"..."  

The crimson-eyed woman froze in place as if her power had been switched off.  

The gravitational force pinning Ji-soo down eased as well.  

What just happened...?  

Did my skill include some sort of stun ability?  

Taking the opportunity, Ji-soo struggled to her feet.  

Drawing her sword, she spoke to me with a trembling voice.  

"Good job... Do-hyun..."  

Her dry voice lacked any warmth.  

"This... this..."  

Her lips quivered as she aimed her sword at the ranker who had killed our comrades.  

But there was no anger in her eyes.  

Ji-soo wore an expression unfamiliar to me.  

But I recognized it all too well.  

Better than anyone else in the world, I knew that look.  

Because it was the face I used to wear so often.  

A face full of resentment and injustice toward the world.  

To think that someone as talented as her could make such an expression—I learned that for the first time that day.  

The ruined city was filled with the sound of her screams.  

Even now, I can’t forget that sound.  



  
    Chapter 3 Victory Cry 3

    Victory Cry 3

Ji-soo charged toward the unconscious ranker.

With each step she took, the wounds all over her body began to glow red.

Soon, flames burst from her injuries, as if manifesting her hatred.

It was true, as they said—when the Flame Swordsman reached a state of extreme awakening, even their blood ignited into flames.

Under the intense sunlight, a deep shadow fell over the ranker.

Ji-soo's sword rose high into the air.

I thought everything would end well when she struck the murderer with her blade.

No matter how strong the ranker was, they wouldn’t be able to withstand her sword, which had torn apart a wyvern.

Of course, that was if the blade could actually touch her opponent.

Ji-soo's sword stopped just short of piercing the ranker's crown.

That was because strange black hands clung to her blade.

The hands emerged from the ranker's shadow, binding not only the sword but Ji-soo herself.

I still can't forget that bizarre sight.

It was a skill I’d never seen before, resembling the Gravitational Pulse used by the red-eyed woman.

Finally, the owner of the skill—a boy—revealed himself from the ranker's shadow.

"First to kill wins, huh? Looks like you're the one about to die."

Clicking his tongue, he looked at his comrade, whose eyes had rolled back, with disdain.

The boy, wearing a black dress shirt, had the tattoo "08" etched clearly beneath his eye.

As he finished speaking, heavy footsteps echoed between the ruins of a building.

The source of the sound was a massive man in a sleeveless shirt.

On the shoulder of the bald-headed man was the serial number "06."

It was then that I realized.

These rankers had been watching us from afar the entire time we were raiding.

"Strange. 09 has high magic resistance and rarely succumbs to status effects."

06 stared at his comrade in wonder.

"What kind of ability is this? It's like her body has been completely hollowed out."

He grabbed the limp 09 by her hair and shook her back and forth.

"I was watching with my shadows, and it was that guy. The moment his hand touched 09, she ended up like this."

"We left him alone because he was just an F-rank hunter, but it seems he had some hidden ability."

Now I remember.

They are rankers from the top guild in Asia, "Counters."

They are fixers, known by numbers instead of names, who handle the guild’s dirty work.

Their main task is ambushing unaffiliated hunters during raids.

"Hey, 09, wake up!"

The muscular man lightly slapped 09's cheek.

But she didn’t budge.

Tilting his head, the man raised his arm.

The skin on his raised arm split, revealing grotesque, spiraling muscle beneath.

When 06 swung his monstrous arm, 09's neck twisted 180 degrees, and she collapsed to the ground.

The sound was as grand as when the wyvern fell.

"Ah..."

I thought she had surely died from that brutal blow.

But 09's eyes regained focus, as if awakening from deep thought.

She sat cross-legged on the ground.

Her cheek, struck by 06, was only slightly swollen with no major injuries.

"You’re pathetic. How do you let yourself get beaten by an F-rank bug?"

When the man mentioned me, 09 turned to stare at me.

Her lifeless, red eyes locked onto me, sending a cold sweat down my back.

"I just remembered something disgusting."

09 stood up leisurely and approached me, as if suddenly interested.

The closer she got, the more my body began to tremble instinctively.

"Where are you going?"

As I retreated, she smiled as if looking at a small animal and chased after me.

Her eerie laughter left me stunned, and I turned my head completely and ran.

I ran and ran.

I abandoned my noona, who had always protected and trusted me, and fled like a madman.

"Are you seriously running away and leaving your teammate behind?"

The ranker murderer's voice grazed the back of my neck.

Her words made me flinch, but I didn’t slow down.

"...!"

As if condemning me, a dagger plunged into my side.

Falling to the ground, I writhed in guilt.

"Do that again."

09 looked down at me and spoke.

"Do it again. Do it. Here’s your hand. Just place it right here, like this."

She grabbed my arm and placed it on her shoulder.

When there was no response, she frowned and began to pester me.

"What’s wrong? Are you shaking?"

She looked concerned as she stared at me, an F-rank hunter sprawled on the ground with a dagger in my side.

Clicking her tongue, 09 turned toward the other Counters and shouted.

"Don’t kill him yet. I have to confirm something."

They nodded lazily and watched over us near my restrained noona.

"See? I even spared your teammate. Now show me."

"I don’t know..."

"What? I can’t hear you; you’re too quiet."

Blood pooled in my throat, making it hard to speak.

What does this woman want from me?

"I don’t know..."

"What do you mean? You used it. You used that skill on me. The moment you touched me, it sent me into the past, bringing back all those wretched memories." 

I have no idea what she’s talking about.  

All I did was grab her shoulder with the thought, "I need to protect my noona."  

"I said I don’t know, you crazy bitch!"  

Tears and snot ran down my face.  

My spit splattered across 09’s face.  

But her dead eyes didn’t so much as flinch as she silently stared at me.  

"Is that so?"  

She grabbed my arm.  

"Then there’s no other choice."  

"...!"  

09 ripped off my arm as if it were a toy.  

"Then I’ll just take your arm. I’ll have it studied in the lab."  

Blood poured from the torn stump of my arm.  

The sudden pain left me with my mouth hanging open, unable to make a sound.  

"What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me like that? You can’t even use your ability properly, so I’m offering to research it for you. You should be thanking me."  

She let out a small laugh as if she couldn’t understand me.  

Twisting my torn-off arm this way and that, 09 returned to her group.  

"Alright, now we’re done, right? Let’s kill them all and grab the loot. I’m tired."  

The boy, 08, spoke indifferently.  

"Oh, right. The knife!"  

09 came back and yanked the knife from my side.  

As the blade came out, foaming blood bubbled from the wound.  

"So, where should I start cutting her first?"  

The insane murderer 09 approached my noona as she spoke.  

She rested my arm on her shoulder, humming a tune as if she were in a great mood.  

"Should I start with her fingers so she can never use a sword again?"  

09 shook my noona’s fingers playfully as she asked.  

"No, no. These days, prosthetics are so advanced they can even make artificial hands pretty well."  

06 grabbed my noona’s hand and examined it thoughtfully.  

It was as if one hand wasn’t enough for them.  

"Ah, then should I start with her legs? If she has to use prosthetic legs, her arms won’t be as useful either."  

09 wiped the blood off her knife carelessly, then slipped on some of it and stumbled.  

"What are you guys talking about? You need to kill her properly. The guild master said to eliminate any promising individuals early on."  

08 pulled a leather case out of the shadows.  

Inside were several menacing daggers arranged in a row.  

"If you stab her in the wrong spot, she might explode. Killing her won’t be that simple."  

06 picked up one of the daggers and carefully examined where to stab my noona.  

"Oh, the Flame Swordsman, huh? Of all things, we had to deal with such a troublesome one."  

09 grumbled in annoyance as she took the dagger.  

"If 09 had stupidly used her skill at maximum intensity, the entire area would’ve been blown away."  

The boy poked the flames rising from my noona’s shoulder with his finger.  

He flinched and quickly put his burnt finger in his mouth.  

"There wouldn’t have been any loot left, not even dust."  

As he shook his head, 09 grumbled.  

"Ah—so I adjusted the intensity! It was so hard to keep her alive."  

She pulled out a few daggers from the case as if picking out pretty accessories.  

The three top-ranked hunters in Korea began gathering to kill a single hunter who had just recently been promoted to B-rank.  

They stabbed my noona’s body here and there with the precision of defusing a bomb.  

Like they were playing with a pirate toy.  

"Hey, hey, not there. I’ve got a bad feeling. It might explode!"  

Stop it...  

You’re already strong enough.  

Why are you doing this to us?  

You have money, fame, and power. You could’ve just killed that wyvern with your own hands.  

"Why are you doing this to us... to me... you psychopaths!"  

I screamed until my throat felt like it would burst.  

But all that came out was a faint metallic sound from my shocked throat.  

I have to protect my noona...  

My vision blurred.  

In situations like this, the protagonist usually awakens and grows insanely strong.  

They’d defeat all the garbage standing before them in an instant.  

Why can’t I do that...  

Through the distant figures, I could see Ji-soo’s face.  

Her disheveled hair covered her face, already slashed apart by knives.  

I thought it was better that her face was hidden.  

I couldn’t bear to look at her mutilated face.  

I wished these tears blurring my vision would forever cover my eyes.  

"-------."  

Cold raindrops fell on my head.  

I was grateful for the pouring rain.  

The loud sound of the rain drowned out the noise of knives piercing my noona’s body.  

The blood streaming from my side thinned as it mixed with the rain.  

Eventually, the city grew quiet.  

Though a lot of time passed, I, like the F-rank bug I am, still couldn’t die.  

Is my damned healer’s body clinging to life?  

I closed my eyes.  

I don’t need this terrible life anymore.  

If God pities me, I can only hope He ends this nightmare soon.  


  
    Chapter 4 Victory Cry 4

    Victory Cry 4

"Do-hyun."

My eyelids twitched at the familiar voice.

It was a kind and gentle voice, like waking a friend asleep in a movie theater.

Thanks to that, the cold stiffness in my body seemed to fade.

Only then could I notice the sounds around me.

The noisy music, Hyun-soo's cheerful laughter, Gyu-seon's chuckling.

Voices I thought I'd never hear again.

Half in fear, half in hope, I barely opened my eyes.

My cheek was stuck to the sticky table.

And across from me, my noona’s cheek was also stuck to the table as she watched me.

For a moment, I nearly bolted upright because of how close she was.

But soon, I found myself mesmerized, drawn into Ji-soo's enchanting eyes under the light.

"Look at him. He's dozing off after just three glasses of whiskey?"

She spoke as if I were adorable.

What was going on?

She was right in front of me.

Even more surprising, her face was clean—no blood, no scars.

Her smooth, fair skin was exactly the same, with a light fuzz adorning it.

I barely lifted my heavy head.

My cheek bore the imprint of the table.

"So, do you think you can drink the Victory Cry?"

She grinned brightly and grabbed my shoulder.

The impact made me let out a soft groan.

She seemed to be getting stronger by the day.

Still, thanks to that, I managed to focus enough to glance around and figure out where I was.

Dim lighting, luxurious drinks.

Happy patrons celebrating an unknown occasion.

This was the bar we promised to visit after defeating the Wyvern—Moment.

A man in a pristine dress shirt brought a tray with four glasses.

He placed one glass in front of each of us at the table.

Was this the "Victory Cry"?

The golden creamy hue adorned the tall transparent glass.

"Today was tough, so I'll let it slide. But you have to drink it all, okay? We came all the way to Sindorim just to drink this because of you."

Hyun-soo tilted his neck from side to side.

Each time he stretched, a satisfying cracking sound echoed.

"It really was a hard day, though."

Gyu-seon smirked.

He slurred his words, already a few drinks in.

I stared at the glass in front of me.

Their words lingered faintly in my mind.

"Today was tough."

Yes.

It truly was.

I didn't know why, but it had been excruciatingly difficult.

My chest ached.

As if I had just overcome a massive hurdle, all the tension in my body dissipated.

My face flushed, and tears, hot and unstoppable, rolled down my cheeks.

"Oh... Do-hyun's crying."

Ji-soo pointed at me drunkenly.

"Why are you crying on such a good day? Did you have a nightmare?"

Hyun-soo frowned.

"No... it's not that..."

"Yeah, you shouldn't cry on such a happy day. Let's drink before it goes flat!"

Ji-soo handed me a glass.

I picked up the "Victory Cry" placed in front of me.

"To the day we become rankers! Cheers to our party!"

With Hyun-soo's toast, we clinked our glasses together.

A crisp and clear sound echoed, spilling the drink across the table.

But unlike my companions, I didn't immediately take a sip.

I wanted to admire the cocktail just a little longer.

"Why aren't you drinking?"

Ji-soo smiled gently as she asked.

"It's just... the color is beautiful."

Her gaze resembled the golden hue of the cocktail.

"Try it."

She watched me with expectant eyes as I took my first sip.

I pressed my lips to the cold glass cautiously.

The smooth liquor flowed over my tongue and down my throat.

A sweet orange aroma filled my mouth.

The bittersweet acidity that followed enriched the flavor.

It was delicious.

Not all alcohol tastes bitter after all.

"How is it? Still think all alcohol tastes the same?"

"No, it’s delicious. Really..."

She tilted her head with a satisfied smile.

Her face was carefree and happy, devoid of any worries or pain.

"Do you still regret joining our party? You said it’s been tough so far."

Regret.

That word hit me like a hammer.

I paused briefly, then smiled as I replied.

To the person who brought me here.

"No. I don’t regret it anymore."

It felt like the first time I'd smiled in a while.

With her smile as my companion, I took another sip.

The vivid taste of the drink reminded me that the nightmare I had endured earlier was just a nightmare.

Yes, it was a cruel dream.

I wished this sweet taste would linger in my mouth forever.

If possible, for eternity.

I propped my chin on my hand, savoring this blissful moment.

"At that moment, I swung my sword like this! When I cut the Wyvern's neck, I just knew. This is going to hit a million views!"

Ji-soo mimicked swinging a sword with her hand.

"Come on, you’re too plain-looking for that."

Hyun-soo shook his head firmly at her boast.

"No way. If we fail, it’ll be because of you, oppa. People would run away scared after seeing your face. Do-hyun and Gyu-seon should be the ones featured—"

I wiped my nose at Ji-soo's playful praise.

Sometimes, she made silly jokes like that.

The table was piling up with glasses.

The busy waiters couldn't keep up with clearing our table overflowing with drinks.

Hyun-soo, who drank the most, and Gyu-seon, who couldn't handle alcohol, were now passed out with their heads on the table.

Completely silent, as if they were dead.

Yet Ji-soo remained awake, lazily holding her glass.

I was the only one who had paced myself, staying by her side, able to witness her decadent beauty.

"What is it?"

Noticing my gaze, Ji-soo asked.

Now that we were alone, I asked her the question I had been holding back.

"Noona."

"Yes."

"Have you ever regretted being with me?"

Ji-soo squinted her eyes, as if tired of hearing the same question often.

"That question again?"

Her lips, covered in cocktail foam, caught my attention.

Then the lights around me dimmed.

Her crimson lips gently brushed against my cheek.

At that moment, my world stopped.

The soft sensation on my cheek sent shivers through my entire body.

"Never."

Warm cream brushed against me and slowly dripped down.

Ji-soo wiped my cheek with her fingers.

"Thank you."

I whispered softly.

The lump in my chest seemed to finally dissolve.

That sense of liberation allowed me to wake up from this sweet dream.

I knew it.

This was all an illusion created by my ability, Angelic Hand.

It must have been a final gesture of mercy prepared for my dying self.

What ran down my cheek wasn’t the cream from her lips.

The shudder coursing through my body wasn’t caused by her kiss either.

The cream was falling rain.

The tremor was shock from a wound piercing my side.

My blurry vision began to return.

My drenched body was still lying in the ruins of the city.

But there was one fantastical truth.

This wasn’t a dream.

Right next to me was a person lying down.

In the pouring rain, someone was looking directly at me.

It was Ji-soo.

Just like in the illusion, she was smiling at me.

But blood was pouring from her body.

Her form, riddled with blackened holes, was too horrifying to look at.

Her pupils had already melted into her sclera.

One eye was bulging slightly, as if it couldn’t withstand the pain she had endured.

"Thank goodness… you're alive."

After all that torment, those were the first words she spoke to me.

Hearing her cracked voice made tears, which I thought had dried, flow once again.

The ground bore a long trail of her blood from where she had been stabbed to where we now were.

"I'm… glad you're okay too."

I managed to speak, barely clearing the blood foam clogging my throat.

Each word I forced out sent sharp pangs through my chest.

"They kept stabbing, so I held my breath and pretended to be dead. Then they just left."

She chuckled, even now.

Every time she laughed, blood spurted out, triggering fits of coughing.

"Anyway, the blade was poisoned, so I’ll die soon anyway…"

Why was she laughing?

Was she really unafraid of dying?

"Isn't it nice? We can be together like this, even in the end."

"Nice? How could this be nice… Aren't you angry?"

I asked, my voice trembling.

"Angry about what?"

"You're dying just because you were with someone like me, despite having such great abilities. If you’d joined a major guild like those guys earlier…"

"Do-hyun."

Ji-soo interrupted me with a calm voice.

"Let’s just stay like this."

"…"

I had so much to say.

But seeing her face devoid of its usual cheer and replaced by a resigned smile, the words retreated back into my throat.

Her smile wasn’t one of joy; it was a smile of acceptance.

She already knew all the pathetic truths I wanted to voice.

"---."

How much time had passed?

Her labored breathing grew fainter.

We both knew our fates.

So, I gathered my courage one last time.

I wanted to ask her one final question.

The same one I’d asked in the illusion.

"Noona…"

"Yes."

"Do you regret being with me?"

I already knew the answer.

But I wanted to hear it from her again and again.

"That question again?"

Ji-soo's clouded eyes stared at me.

With her pupils gone, it was impossible to know what she was looking at.

Yet, I felt as though she was looking at me.

I could just feel it.

Eventually, her violet lips moved.

"I regret it."

The three words pierced the confidence in my chest.

That single sentence tore apart the ending credits of the movie I had painstakingly created.

"If I’d done as you said, I wouldn’t be dying like this."

Her gray eyeball rolled out of its socket.

It slid down her cheek, mixing with the rainwater as it fell.

"After all the effort I put in…"

"To die like this…"

"It’s the worst…"

With those final words, her lips stopped moving.

The woman who had always tried to show her little brother a bright demeanor, even at just twenty-six years old, passed away.

She was human after all.

A person who was fragile and weak, resentful of the world’s injustices.

My trembling lips quivered as I sat alone.

Was it then?

When my choked voice finally burst out?

My scream echoed across the city.

I cursed myself for being left alone.

I cursed myself for witnessing the death of someone I loved.

And I cursed this rotten ability of mine.

Dragging my torn body, I crawled toward her.

I extended my remaining arm.

"Don’t lie to me…"

The last of my vitality gathered at my fingertips.

A faint, soft glow surrounded my hand.

"Is that really all you have to say to me?"

My trembling hand brushed against her cheek.

My warmth began to seep into her.

Before long, dark red blood flowed from her face instead of tears.

And then, from Ji-soo's cold body, something climbed up through my fingertips.

I soon realized it was the emotions she had felt before her death.

Fear of dying.

Regret for not joining a major guild.

The pity she felt while looking after someone as useless as me.

Among them, the feeling I yearned for most wasn’t there.

I burned every last ounce of my life force searching for that one emotion.

My legs began to decay.

My limbs shriveled, and my face hollowed out, yet I couldn’t find the answer I sought.

That was my end.

A life as ugly and pitiful as it gets. 



  
    Chapter 5 Victory Cry 5

    Victory Cry 5

The last scene of my life was my dead sister's face.

The last sound was the pouring rain.

I was definitely dead.

Yet the loud sound of rain still knocked at my ears.

I wanted to get up and escape the rain.

But my body, as if melted away, refused to listen.

Just like my dead comrades...

Perhaps I, too, had died like them and already arrived in another world.

So, is this heaven or hell?

If it’s one of the two, I hope it’s the latter.

Because I tried to abandon my noona and run away.

I even offered up my entire life to glimpse into her dying heart.

So the world I should see when I open my eyes again must be filled with an ashen sky and lava.

It must be.

“...”

But the world unfolding before my eyes was not hell.

It wasn’t dry; it was a damp, humid room.

The acrid air made me cough uncontrollably.

Though it wasn’t hell, it was just as suffocating.

I glanced around, wondering how such a foul smell could exist in a place where humans live.

And soon, I realized that this was neither hell nor heaven but reality.

A musty one-room apartment bed.

Trash strewn across the floor.

“---.”

The rain sound that had tormented me was the noise from a television.

I turned off the TV with the remote on the bedside.

Only then did the world fall silent again.

Alone in the quiet room, I looked over my appearance.

Shoulder-length bobbed hair.

Small, thin arms and legs.

A tight-fitting T-shirt and shorts.

This was definitely not my body.

I wondered if this was reincarnation or possession, something you’d only see in movies.

The weight of this body kept drawing my gaze downward.

Perhaps due to that unfamiliar sensation, my whole body felt hypersensitive.

“A new life...”

I murmured in a cracked voice.

Hearing a voice I had never heard before snapped me to attention.

A husky girl’s voice.

It was clear I had completely left behind my past self.

But I wasn’t happy.

I just felt my eyes well up with tears.

Because all the memories and disgrace of my past remained intact in my head.

Even if my body had changed, I still trembled in fear of death.

The faces of my comrades dying were still vivid.

Hyun-soo’s and Gyu-seon’s bodies melting and collapsing.

Ji-soo noona was torn apart like a toy.

And the deranged rankers who toyed with her.

Their images replayed in my mind endlessly.

A new beginning that everyone had hoped for.

I couldn’t be part of that “everyone.”

Holding my aching chest, I leaned against the bed wall.

With the horrific ringing in my head, I experienced the first day of this bizarre possession.

On the second day, tears finally began to flow.

My soul had begun to connect with this body.

Not much flowed.

Just a single tear sliding down my cheek.

This body allowed me only that much sorrow.

On the third day, I started to feel the sensation of dying for the first time.

Because I had sat in the same spot for three days without eating or drinking.

Exhausted, I looked around the floor.

A medicine bottle lay rolling on the ground.

White pills spilled from its cap.

I immediately knew they were sleeping pills.

Even after three days, my body remained drowsy and lethargic.

To obtain such a quantity of medicine, this body must have belonged to someone with a prescription.

At minimum, they would have had depression or schizophrenia.

If so, I’d prefer schizophrenia.

That way, all the memories I had experienced and this pathetic self would be mere fabrications of illness.

I reached out and grabbed a handful of pills.

My faint heartbeat grew louder and louder.

This arrogant body that had been indifferent to everything was finally reacting.

Now it was my turn to ignore it.

I shoved the pills into my mouth.

I didn’t want to live my life drowning in this guilt.

If I had to, I’d fulfill the wish of this body’s owner who had wanted to die.

“!!!”

The moment the round pills touched my throat, my body convulsed violently.

Along with red blood, the pills I barely managed to swallow were vomited out.

The excruciating pain, something I had never felt in life, caused me to fall off the bed.

Lying sprawled on top of black garbage bags, I gasped for breath.

“Not even dying goes my way.”

I murmured in a cracked voice.

“The worst.”

The word “worst” struck me as familiar, and I let out a hollow laugh.

To think I’d say those words myself.

It felt absurd, to laugh while crying.

But strangely, that laugh had a calming effect.

Lying spread-eagle atop the pile of trash, I took a deep breath.

This dilapidated one-room apartment was so old I could hear noises from outside.

Losing myself, I listened intently to the sounds.

The sound of someone climbing the stairs.

The blaring of car horns.

Even the thundering of my heart, startled by my suicide attempt.

The sounds seemed to whisper to me, begging me to live.

To not die and atone for the rest of my life.

Remembering them.

“...”

Should I try living?

Deeply and for a long time.

So that when I meet my comrades again in death, I won’t be ashamed.

“System...”

I murmured into the air.

Soon, a blue holographic window appeared.

「Welcome back, Si-ho.」

The AI, like this body’s owner, seemed far from normal, its color faded and filled with subtle noise.

「Have you slept well?」

“Slept...?”

「You said you’d take a long rest and to wait until you called again.」

A long rest, it said.

Knowing what that meant, my heart sank.

The AI felt like a companion dog left behind.

“I’m sorry, but I’m not the Si-ho you know.”

「Are you saying you’ve become someone different from who you were yesterday?」

“No... I’m a completely different person. The girl who used to be here isn’t here anymore.”

Even as I spoke, I felt stupid.

The AI, too, seemed to think so; it froze momentarily as if lagging, offering no reaction.

Eventually, it wrote on the system window, “Searching for a route.”

“What route all of a sudden?”

「The nearest mental hospital to your current location is ‘Hope Hospital.’ It’s a 10-minute walk away...」

Right...

Even for an AI, it couldn’t possibly understand this situation.

“My name is Kwon Do-hyun. The owner of this body committed suicide with sleeping pills, and I was killed at the same time, causing me to possess it.”

「Searching for information on Kwon Do-hyun.」  

  

Age: 28.  

Occupation: F-rank Hunter.  

Ability: Angelic Hand.  

You can read a target’s happy memories.  

When used on a target, they will experience their happy memories as illusions.  

Info: Recently died during a Wyvern raid.  

「Are you claiming to be this person?」  

“Yes.”  

「There has been no documented case of a successful soul transfer reported anywhere online.」  

How can I explain this to this clueless AI?  

Is there a way to prove that I am Kwon Do-hyun?  

I re-read the information about myself.  

Then my gaze stopped at "Angelic Hand."  

Yes, this will do.  

“Watch.”  

I extended my palm.  

If my soul remembers, I should be able to use it.  

As I focused all my energy on my fingertips, a faint light began to form.  

It worked...!  

It was weak, but the skill was activating.  

「Angelic Hand.」  

“Now do you believe me? There’s no way this girl could use a healing skill.”  

「Then does this mean Si-ho is truly dead...?」  

“You would know better than me, as the system.”  

「She was so reserved and timid that I cannot say for certain.」  

If even the system doesn’t know, who could possibly know?  

I let out a deep sigh.  

For now, let’s start by finding out what kind of person this “Si-ho” was.  

The reason for her suicide can come later.  

I gestured to review the personal details of “myself.”  

  

Age: 21.  

Occupation: Staff at the Moment Inn.  

Ability: None. (Angelic Hand was recently transferred but is not registered in the system.)  

“An abilityless... person?”  

I blurted out in surprise.  

The sudden exclamation caused me to cough.  

I’d heard of abilityless people before but had never actually seen one.  

They weren’t particularly rare, but... being one myself felt ridiculous.  

“Ha.”  

A dry laugh escaped me.  

It doesn’t feel so bad.  

In a world overrun by monsters, living with just a single healing skill would be the worst punishment imaginable.  

Oddly, it felt like some of my guilt was lifting, putting my mind at ease.  

After finishing reading the personal details, I got up.  

First, I needed to clean up the blood and smell.  

I went to the bathroom and stood in front of the full-length mirror.  

Then I called the AI.  

“System.”  

「Yes, Si-ho.」  

Si-ho...  

It was my first time being called by someone else’s name.  

“Tell me about this girl’s past.”  

「Shall I start with memories from when she was one year old?」  

“Not that far back. From five years ago, when the Gate opened.”  

「I will recount Si-ho’s major life events.」  

「On the day the Gate opened, her parents were killed by an 8th-grade monster, a werewolf. Her sister, a military officer, went missing.」  

「The shock caused her to live as a recluse for years.」  

「Recently, she squandered her inheritance and began working part-time at a nearby inn.」  

「However, she eventually ran away from that job too.」  

「With her remaining money, she purchased a large quantity of illegal sleeping pills at a night market.」  

This is grim.  

I, too, lost my family when the Gate opened.  

They were wiped out without a trace by the breath of a 5th-grade monster, the Black Wyvern.  

As I was enlisted at the time, I didn’t even get to see their last moments.  

It felt like I had been living alone in this world from the very beginning.  

This girl must have felt the same...  

I looked down at Si-ho’s hands.  

A long red scar stretched across her wrist.  

She had slashed her wrists so many times that her skin was torn and healed into an unsightly scar.  

“Foolish...”  

I gently ran my finger over the bumpy scar.  

She’s only 21; there’s still so much life ahead.  

It’s too early to give up on life.  

I stared blankly at the mirror.  

Bright, lively eyes, a small mole under the right eye.  

Her face wasn’t bad-looking...  

Her hair was long and annoying, but that could be fixed.  

I opened the bathroom cabinet to deal with it.  

“Ugh...”  

The shelves were covered in cobwebs, making me hesitant to reach in.  

I pulled out a hairbrush, sweeping away the cobwebs haphazardly.  

Then I took out a pair of scissors, their blades blackened with rust.  

「What are you doing?」  

“Cutting my hair.”  

「You do not have any hairstyling skills.」  

I ignored the AI’s blunt remark.  

I simply blocked the sink and turned on the hot water.  

“Don’t worry.”  

The warm steam caressed the mirror.  

“Humans aren’t beings who rely solely on skills.”  

It was something someone I knew used to say often.  

Thinking of her made my chest ache.  

“---?”  

But the world didn’t give me time for such reflections.  

The running water suddenly stopped.  

“What the...? Why did it stop...?”  

「Your water supply has been cut off due to unpaid bills.」  

The system spoke firmly.  

The water’s been cut off?  

Even with unpaid bills, it’s rare for the water to actually be shut off...  

I gestured to quickly check Si-ho’s financial status.  

Her balance didn’t show a number but was instead covered in ominous red notices.  

She was already five months behind on rent, with a total debt of 4.5 million won, including utility fees.  

Revenge on the rankers who killed me.  

Reclaiming life with this second chance.  

None of that mattered.  

What was important now was simply to survive.  

And to do that.  

I needed to make money, starting immediately.  

For now, I’ll head to the inn.  

As someone essentially abilityless, it’s the only thing I can do.



  
    Chapter 6 Gin Tonic

    Gin Tonic

Warm meat stew.

Soft bread.

Each time I swallowed, the hot warmth spread throughout my body.

Ji-wook looked at me with pity as I hastily ate in a corner of the kitchen.

He was a tall, curly-haired young man and the sole chef of Moment Inn.

Ever since the innkeeper had abandoned the place, he had been taking care of everything by himself.

“What have you been doing for a whole month to show up only now? Have you been sleeping on the streets?”

He handed me some warmed milk as he asked.

“...”

I hesitated, unsure how to respond to Ji-wook, and eventually decided to just keep my mouth shut.

Perhaps it was because this was my first meal in three days, or maybe I didn’t want to delve into this girl’s dark past.

Watching my troubled expression, Ji-wook sighed deeply.

“Fine. It’s a relief you’re back at the inn at all.”

Wiping his hands with a dry cloth, he told me to take charge of the hall once I finished eating.

I nodded and shoved the remaining piece of bread into my mouth.

With some food finally filling my stomach, I started to regain a bit of strength.

Following the momentum, I grabbed the apron from the corner and slowly moved to the hall counter.

This place was indeed the Moment Bar my noona had often talked about.

However, due to extreme financial difficulties and the owner's neglect, it was on the brink of collapse and had seemingly transitioned into an inn.

Though there were only three rooms available for lodging...

Even those rarely got occupied, so it didn’t generate much income.

Still, the hall retained traces of its former glory, with a total of ten tables.

Yet, in this vast space, there were only two customers.

The customers were relatively quiet.

A middle-aged man and a girl in a school uniform from Hunter Academy.

They seemed to be father and daughter.

Judging by their bright expressions, they appeared satisfied with Ji-wook’s cooking.

Well, even after fasting for three days, his food tasted incredible.

Why were there no customers in such a decent inn?

I silently wiped the tables with a cloth.

The tables were so old that the grease stains were stubborn, making it a struggle to clean them.

As I pressed down hard to scrub away the black grease, a weight also pressed down on my chest.

In movies and novels, people who reincarnated or transmigrated usually gained dramatic powers or embarked on grand adventures.

But here I was, just a part-timer wiping tables...

Come to think of it, this was worse than my previous life.

I was smaller and weaker now, making me even less suited for raids.

When I finally managed to scrub off the grease, I straightened my hunched back.

Having been lying down for three days straight, every task felt like a chore.

I glanced toward the inn’s entrance.

Should I just throw this cloth away and leave?

The sudden thought made me grimace and shake my head.

No.

I had decided to live tenaciously.

Was I planning to run away again?

First, let’s make some money here and pay off the rent.

Then I’ll gear up and register with the association.

“---.”

Shadows fell across the door I was watching.

Moments later, five male customers strode into the inn.

They were dressed in identical black suits, as if they were part of a unit.

All of them were massive, with lifeless and dark eyes.

The man at the forefront stood out.

His narrow, sharp eyes were paired with hands clasped behind his back, clad in black leather gloves.

A snake tattoo coiled around his neck, so vivid it seemed like a live serpent was wrapped around him.

The unpleasantness of the tattoo made the hairs on my body stand on end.

The other two customers seemed to feel the same, avoiding their gaze.

The warm atmosphere of the inn instantly turned as cold as the outside world.

“How many are in your party...?”

I mustered the courage to ask.

But despite my efforts, my voice trembled and broke.

“...”

He glanced at me briefly before ignoring me and sitting at the counter.

The other four silently took seats at nearby tables.

“Is the owner not coming in again today?”

The owner...?

He must mean the innkeeper.

“No... she hasn’t come in.”

“That’s troublesome. She hasn’t paid her dues for three months now.”

He took off his gloves and looked at his fingers.

They were so pale and long that I doubted they belonged to a human.

The sight sent a chill down my spine.

“Would you like something to drink...?”

When I asked, he casually replied while fiddling with his fingers.

“The usual.”

How was I supposed to know what “the usual” was...

“I... I’m new here, so I don’t know. If you could tell me, I’ll get it for you right away...”

Trying to speak as clearly as possible, I found myself frozen as the man stared intently at me.

His snake-like yellow eyes made my words catch in my throat.

Then he squinted and gave a faint smile.

The sharp, even teeth revealed in his grin were utterly unnerving.

“Yes, of course. I’ll bring the usual right away...”

I muttered vaguely and fled to the kitchen.

On the verge of tears, I complained to Ji-wook, who was cooking.

“There’s a weird guy in the hall asking for his usual drink. What should I do? He won’t tell me what it is...”

“Don’t tell me an Executor is here? Damn it, why now...”

He paused his work on the wok and wiped his forehead.

“Just grab any bottle of alcohol and serve it. Whatever he drinks, he’ll be occupying the inn all day.”

Even the experienced Ji-wook seemed tense, sighing deeply.

Was the inn in debt to loan sharks...?

“Ugh... I should just quit.”

His lament revealed how serious the situation was.

So this was why the inn had no customers despite its good food.

Now I was on the verge of losing even this job.

I had to do something to turn the situation around...

“Well... I’ll try to make something for him.”

“Make it? Do you even know how to make cocktails? You realize that the Executor is one of the top villains in Geumcheon. If you mess with his mood…”

He asked with a worried tone, clearly doubting me.

Considering how Si-ho's reputation at the inn had been, his concern was understandable.

But it was fine.

This time would be different.

“I know how to make a few.”

I secured my apron tightly.

Yeah.

How scary could that guy be compared to the Counters?

Come to think of it, I did manage to knock one of them out once.

When I returned to the hall, the yellow-eyed man was staring intently at me.

Meeting his gaze, the courage I had just mustered evaporated in an instant.

Still terrifying...!

I took a deep breath and calmly surveyed the bottles displayed in the store.

What kind of drink would satisfy such a dangerous man?

Thankfully, I was somewhat familiar with alcohol.

Liking to drink and liking to make drinks were two different things.

Because Ji-soo, my noona, loved drinking so much, I had practiced making cocktails several times for her.

Imagining the day I’d hand her a drink in person...

Someday...

Though now that was impossible.

Thinking of my noona made my chest ache.

That bittersweet feeling traveled through my fingertips, creating a faint glow.

“You.”

The Executor's cold voice pierced through me.

Just one word from him made my shoulders shrink.

“A knife. Bring me one.”

“A kn-knife? Of course.”

I grabbed a small knife from the counter.

Why would he suddenly ask for a knife...?

When I handed him the knife, our hands brushed.

At that moment, the faint light flowing from my fingertips transferred to him.

「Angelic Hand.」

Suddenly, an image of the Executor appeared in my mind.

Like a movie scene, his experiences from earlier today replayed before me like a film strip.

He entered a restaurant.

As he opened the grand door, countless hunters waiting to kill him filled the interior.

Yet the Executor simply smiled faintly at them.

As the hunters charged, he dodged them effortlessly, like a boneless creature.

At the same time, he thrust his long fingers into their sides, chests, and shoulders.

The hunters' bodies twisted grotesquely and collapsed.

Their skin turned a purplish hue, rotting without even letting out a scream.

The dozen or so hunters were all dead within just ten minutes of combat.

When the restaurant fell silent, the only one left standing was the Executor.

Staggering slightly, he grabbed a beer bottle from the table.

Seemingly stifled, he tugged at his tight turtleneck sweater and chugged the bottle.

However, even after drinking the refreshing beer, his face contorted in displeasure.

“It could use more sweetness.”

The Executor casually dropped the beer bottle to the floor.

The loud sound of shattering glass echoed through the bloodstained restaurant.

“Beer’s just not my style.”

With those final words, the memory faded.

I rubbed my throbbing head.

The past I saw of him seemed to be from earlier today.

This man... was even more fearsome than I thought.

He carefully trimmed his nails with the knife I had handed him.

I suppose that knife was out of commission now...

Maybe he really was as strong as the Counters.

Feeling as if I had just watched a horror movie, I swallowed dryly.

Still, I had gleaned something useful.

Thanks to the vision, I knew he disliked beer and preferred something sweeter.

A cold, rich drink, like beer, but sweeter.

There was one drink I could make that fit that description.

I picked up a familiar bottle from the display.

Alright.

Let’s just give it a shot.

A clean glass, filled with crystal-clear ice.

A fresh ounce (30ml) of gin.

A top-up of chilled tonic water.

Finally, a gentle touch of lemon juice along the rim of the glass.



Grade: ★★★

Effect: Restores 10% of the drinker's stamina.

Info: A flawless gin tonic prepared to recipe.  

Its refreshing and tangy taste is superb.  

Perfect for unwinding after a hard day’s work.  

The effect of Angelic Hand grants a bonus star ☆.  

“Here’s your usual drink.”

I handed him the glass in a calm voice.

The Executor's eyebrows twitched as he accepted it.

“This is what I usually drink?”

“You’ll be drinking it from now on.”

I forced a smile and fiddled with my hair.

He gave a sinister grin, as if amused by my answer.

His smile was genuinely terrifying...

His long fingers wrapped around the glass.

Clasping my hands together, I anxiously watched him drink.

“Please...”

The snake tattooed on his throat shifted as he swallowed.

After drinking about half of the glass, the Executor fixed his gaze on me.

The snake-like man’s lips twitched into a smirk.

It worked...

I clenched my fist triumphantly under the counter.

But then, he casually opened his fingers, letting the glass fall.

The quiet inn filled with the loud crash of shattering glass.

Everyone in the store froze in place.

“It’s not great.”





  
    Chapter 7 Black Velvet 1

    Black Velvet 1

I stared at the shattered glass.

Sharp shards of glass lay scattered helplessly on the concrete floor.

While I knelt and picked up the pieces, Executor silently looked down at me.

"Your movements are sluggish. My staff is waiting, too."

He brushed my disheveled hair and forcibly made me meet his gaze.

I had to get up somehow, but my legs wouldn’t muster any strength.

To think I’d meet a psycho like this right after surviving.

It seemed God was determined to punish me thoroughly.

“When are we going to get our order?!”

Executor’s staff shouted, kicking their chairs.

They put their dirty shoes on the table.

The table I had painstakingly cleaned was once again dirtied with dust and cigarette ash.

Their interference with the business had officially begun.

If this continued, the owner would eventually give up on the shop, and they’d buy it back at a low price.

In this world where the government no longer existed, no one could stop them.

It was miserable.

So, this was the reality of possession.

I even found myself missing the body I had before I was possessed.

Back then, my sister would have stepped in and subdued punks like this.

And she would’ve told me.

To face them boldly, that I hadn’t done anything wrong, so why was I bowing my head first?

But, sister...

Reality doesn’t care who’s right or wrong.

Ashes from their cigarettes fell onto my knees.

This damned world only cared about strength.

"Ah..."

Lost in idle thoughts, I cut my finger on a shard of glass.

Red blood trickled down my finger, mixing with the gin and tonic.

I put my finger in my mouth.

The metallic taste of blood coated my tongue.

That taste soon spread through my body, sharpening my senses.

“---.”

The bell at the shop’s entrance rang.

Thanks to that sound, I barely escaped my deep contemplation.

Everyone, including me, turned their gaze toward the dark silhouette at the door.

Usually, in this kind of tense atmosphere, people would go to another shop, but the owner of those footsteps entered the hall naturally as if this situation was familiar.

The sound of boots filled the shop.

Following that sound, I slowly raised my head.

A silver-haired woman, her hair braided to one side, came into view under the glowing light.

Her radiant hair revealed that she was either mixed-race or a foreigner.

The woman had a pretty face, the kind that would have been popular on a campus in the past.

But her dark, black jacket and pants contrasted sharply with her silver hair, giving her a cold impression.

“...”

“A hunter-killer, huh?”

Executor spun his chair and gazed at the woman.

He looked more serious than before, perhaps because he thought she was in the same profession as him.

But the woman’s gray eyes weren’t on him.

They were on me.

Specifically, on my bleeding finger.

Feeling unnerved by her gaze, I quickly turned my head away.

What the hell? Why is she staring at me all of a sudden...?

The once-noisy shop quieted down upon her arrival.

Even the father and daughter, who had been trying to flee from Executor’s gang, stopped and observed the situation.

“Order. Take it.”

At last, her lips moved.

In awkward Korean, she spoke to me one word at a time.

“Ah... um... well...”

I glanced nervously at Executor, who was sitting beside me.

As if in response, he fiddled with the ring on his finger and replied on my behalf.

“That’s difficult. I’ve rented this shop for the day.”

“All of it?”

“Yes, so you’ll have to come back later…”

I didn’t hear what Executor said next.

Soon, I found out why.

It happened in an instant.

The woman drew a long sword from her waist.

And as soon as it was fully drawn, a red crack appeared on Executor’s neck.

Just like the glass he had dropped, Executor’s head fell to the floor.

Black blood sprayed across my face like a mist.

Executor’s head rolled to a stop only when it reached my feet.

The same Executor who had effortlessly dealt with the hunter group lost his life like that.

The abrupt death of an evil man left me with a strange feeling.

“M-Mr. Chef...!”

Executor’s staff, who had been sitting at the table, jumped to their feet.

Executor’s body remained seated in the chair.

The woman slowly pushed the chair over with her foot, letting it topple, and then sat down in it herself.

“Now. I’ll rent it.”

The staff gathered around her, clutching swords and daggers.

But they didn’t dare rush in.

They didn’t charge her for revenge like in the movies.

I couldn’t tell if it was because they weren’t as stupid as I thought or if their terror overwhelmed their anger.

Instead, they just cautiously retrieved Executor’s corpse while keeping an eye on her.

As if she had already dealt with the small fry, the woman leisurely rested her chin on her hand at the table.

And with murky gray eyes, she stared straight at me.

“What would you like, ma’am...?”

I asked her while barely managing to stand on my trembling legs.

The woman stared blankly at the display case.

“The tastiest thing. Here.”

Why do people here order like this?

Their tone was robotic, but their requests were frustratingly vague.

One guy said, “The usual,” and now this woman says, “The tastiest thing.”

I pretended to consider her request while racking my brain.

Judging by her appearance, she looked to be in her early to mid-20s.

Should I go for something sweet, the kind young women typically like?

But after that swordplay just now, she clearly didn’t fall within the range of a normal woman.

Her taste in alcohol might be awful.

“Don’t. Even. Think. Of running.”

Her face, which had been expressionless like a machine, suddenly broke into a smile.

If I’d seen that face in a normal situation, I would’ve been moved by her pure beauty.

But things changed when red bloodstains smeared under her eyes.

I might actually die here...

I barely nodded and turned my face away again.

Just as my head felt like it was about to explode from the chaos, Ji-wook signaled to me from the kitchen.

“Why are you calling me... I’m on the verge of losing it here...!”

Ji-wook’s pupils trembled.

His lips quivered far more than when he’d seen Executor.

“Let’s run away.”

“What?”

 “That person is Anna…”

“Who is that?”

“She’s a contract killer. Killing is her hobby, and she only works temporarily. If someone rubs her the wrong way, she kills them—a total psycho.”

“Wouldn’t we be fine as long as we don’t upset her? If we serve her the drink she likes…”

Ji-wook cut me off and shook his head frantically.

“She asked for the ‘tastiest thing’ in the shop, right?”

“Yes. But how did you…”

“No shop where Anna says that has ever survived.”

Suddenly, the image of the dead Executor came to mind.

In the end, like the glass he dropped or his head, were we all doomed to die?

“Hurry and prepare.”

Ji-wook threw off his apron and began gathering his wallet and bag.

What should I do…

I glanced at the hall visible beyond the kitchen.

I saw the father and daughter customers trembling while holding hands.

The young girl, who had been enjoying her bread just moments ago, and the father, who had been watching her warmly.

Could I really run away, leaving them behind?

A wave of guilt hit me.

Just like when I ran away from someone I cared about back then.

My side, where I was once stabbed with a dagger, felt cold.

That pain had taught me that running away would only lead to death anyway.

And that pain now gave me a strange courage.

If I were going to die again, I’d at least like to face it properly this time.

“Senior, I’ll stay. I’ll serve her a drink that satisfies her.”

“What did you say?”

“Running away would just get us caught and killed anyway.”

“Still, it’s better than giving up, isn’t it?”

“Don’t worry. I have an idea. Isn’t it better to at least try?”

Ji-wook looked at me with a baffled expression.

I rolled up my sleeves in response.

“Thanks for the meal earlier.”

Ji-wook stared blankly at my back as I walked away.

“Now watch what the hands you saved can accomplish.”

Leaving those words behind, I strode toward the counter.

As soon as I stepped out, Anna’s face came into view.

Her cloudy gray eyes resembled my sister’s at the time of her death.

Thanks to that, I couldn’t tell what she was thinking at all.

But even with someone like her, I had a way to find out what was on her mind.

“Excuse me…”

Anna rubbed her finger across the bloodstained table and stared at me.

“Could you hold out your hand for me…?”

“For what?”

At my sudden request, both Executor’s staff and the father-daughter pair turned to look at me.

“Well…”

What should I do?

I had to touch her hand to glimpse her happiest memory.

Should I pretend to be a fan and ask for a handshake?

No, there’s no way a contract killer would have fans.

Think.

There has to be a reasonable excuse…

“Why?”

Anna leaned her face closer to mine.

I felt like I was being sucked into her murky eyes.

“I… I’ll read your palm!”

The words burst out of my mouth, breaking through my clogged throat.

Even I was so shocked at what I said that I started hiccupping.

Ji-wook, who was still in the kitchen, held his head and collapsed.

The other customers’ faces turned pale.

I’m doomed.

What a ridiculous thing to say.

Reading her palm, in this situation? 

I’d been so desperate I’d blurted out the first thing that came to mind!

“Korean. Service. Is it something like that?”

But unexpectedly, Anna placed her hand on her lips and seemed lost in thought.

Then, as if she’d made up her mind, she slowly extended one hand toward me.

“Do it. I’m curious. Korean magic.”

“Uh… thank you.”

I stood there for a moment, dumbfounded as she willingly gave me her hand.

I didn’t expect her to give in so easily.

But this was just the first hurdle.

The real challenge started now.

I had to figure out what lay behind those murky eyes.

I hurriedly grabbed her hand.

Unlike her smooth backhand, her palm was rough and uneven.

Just like my sister’s hands, which had always been dedicated to swordsmanship.

How could two people who pursued strength turn out so differently?

「Angelic Hand」

Let’s take a look.

At the moment when she was happiest.

Even a lunatic killer like her must have a happy moment.



  
    Chapter 8 Black Velvet 2

    Black Velvet 2

Anna’s Flashback

It was bedtime.

In this facility, all the lights in the cells are turned off after 10 PM, except for the control room.

Our cell was no exception.

I, who had been confined here for five years, and Sun-ye, for two years, lay on our beds.

“Hey, Anna.”

“What?”

“What do you think you’ll do once you leave this place?”

She occasionally asked such pointless questions.

The outside world was said to be already overrun by monsters, so where exactly did she think we were going?

“I don’t know. I’ve never imagined a life outside this place.”

“Well, I plan to open a bar when I get out.”

“A bar?”

“Yeah. I’ll have fun and drink with people there. Life’s only once, right?”

Spending that one and only life planning an escape from here seemed like the most futile thing.

This place was a research and training facility known as A2.

They tricked people into thinking it was a shelter, imprisoned them, and conducted all sorts of human experiments and training—a living hell.

I was the longest-surviving test subject here.

It was absurd to call myself a "test subject," but that’s what I’d been called for so long that it felt more familiar than my own name.

Some might say it was good to have survived the longest, but that only meant enduring more pain than others.

Two weeks after being kidnapped, an unknown substance was injected into my head, and since that day, I suffered from intense headaches every night.

That pain granted me extraordinary physical abilities, but it also dulled my emotions as a human.

No, my emotions had to dull.

With my enhanced physical abilities, I had to risk my life fighting other inmates to measure my limits.

If my emotions hadn’t dulled, I would’ve surely gone insane.

Because of such murderous training, test subjects frequently died.

That included my roommates in this cell.

The first friend died from shock while running long distances.

The second had their neck pierced during a gladiatorial match.

The third exploded while disarming a bomb.

Each time my roommate changed, it felt as indifferent as when an unfamiliar classmate transferred schools.

That was until Sun-ye arrived.

Even her name was hard to pronounce properly.

Sun-ui-e. Sun-eu-e.

Not knowing what kind of place this was, she greeted me cheerfully from the first day.

With her neat bobbed hair and small frame, I gave her no attention at first.

Because I thought she’d die before I even managed to pronounce her name correctly.

But she endured.

The first week, the next, and even two years.

With her face covered in scars, she greeted me brightly every evening.

During meal times, Sun-ye always gave me one piece of the filthy meat we were rationed.

With my voracious appetite, I grabbed it and ate it immediately.

I couldn’t understand why she gave me such an essential survival food.

But every time, she smiled and said the same thing.

“Because you look pretty when you eat.”

I probably would never understand her.

A soft melody drifted in from beyond the bars.

It was the audio being played by a facility staff member in the control room.

The sound of their laughter.

The popping of champagne bottles echoed through the cells.

Some groaned in pain, trapped inside.

While others laughed, eating and drinking.

In the same space.

That was the defining characteristic of this facility.

“---.”

Sun-ye hummed a song.

For a woman, her husky voice was charming.

Clumsy as she often was, she became more serious than anyone when she sang.

Listening to her voice, even my dulled emotions felt suffocated.

As if I’d returned to my childhood, before the monsters appeared.

“---!”

Sun-ye stopped singing abruptly and coughed.

Thanks to the poorly ventilated cell, she had been coughing frequently for the past six months.

She seemed embarrassed by her coughing and turned her head to look at me.

“Anna, have you ever had alcohol?”

“Just beer.”

“What about champagne?”

“Never.”

Even when I lived in America, I hated the noisy parties where champagne was served.

“Don’t you want to try it?”

“If I could drink anything here, I would. Even the strongest liquor.”

“Hmm-. Really?”

I closed my eyes gently.

Though I wished she’d sing a little more, knowing her condition, I kept silent.

I simply tried to sleep, preparing for the grueling training tomorrow.

How long had I slept?

The singing outside had stopped.

The facility had fallen deathly silent.

Soon, the emergency lights that should have illuminated the bars were obscured.

Even while asleep, I could feel it.

We were trained and sensitive enough to wake even while unconscious.

I opened my eyes sharply and immediately reached out to kill whoever was above me.

But I froze my hand mid-swing.

“Ha-ha… surprise.”

A familiar face looked down at me.

In Sun-ye’s hands were a can of beer and a bottle of champagne.

“What… is that? Where did you get it?”

“I went out for a bit.”

She pointed at the bars with the hand holding the beer.

“You… could unlock the door?”

“We’ll have to get out of here someday, won’t we?”

She sat softly next to me.

I examined her closely and noticed a hairpin in her bangs.

Unlike usual, the tip of the pin was bent.

“Here.”

My roommate handed me a personal cup.

The cup was old, faded, and dirty.

Caught off guard, I accepted the cup and watched as she opened the champagne bottle.

“---.”

Sun-ye used all her strength to pop the bottle open.

Unable to control her strength, the cork burst out explosively.

The loud popping noise echoed throughout the facility.

“You’re insane!”

I glanced out of the bars as I spoke.

“It’s fine-. Those staff bastards are passed out drunk. That’s how I easily snuck these out.”

“You’re really something.”

I shook my head instinctively at her audacity, which seemed too bold for her small frame.

Being around her, even my dulled emotions seemed to come alive.

Sun-ye grinned as she brought both the champagne and beer to my cup.

It was a method I’d never seen before.

“What… is this?”

“I saw it at an inn once. They said it’s only good if you pour it like this!”

“Who even makes drinks like that?”

She started pouring the champagne and beer, both much thicker than her arms.

Her hands trembled as she poured, making me nervous.

The cup bubbled and frothed wildly.

Then, the champagne bottle slipped, spilling the cold liquid onto my thigh.

“Ah! Sorry! What do I do...”

"Don't worry."  

I wiped the spilled drink off without any change in expression.  

But the sticky shorts and the bed now smelled faintly of champagne.  

Sun-ye, with an apologetic look, started wiping my thigh directly and gazed at me hesitantly.  

I gently wiped the foam off her cheek.  

“What should I do…? I don’t think I can make more since I spilled so much.”  

“This is enough.”  

I brought the sticky cup to my lips and took a light sip.  

The sharp taste of champagne and beer coated my tongue.  

But both were overly carbonated, making it unpleasant and heavy.  

It was a flavor that was neither here nor there.  

“How is it?”  

Sun-ye, who couldn’t possibly know the taste, looked at me with hopeful eyes.  

But soon, seeing my expressionless face, she scratched her head awkwardly.  

“Ha-ha… So, it’s not great, huh?”  

Her face turned red as if embarrassed.  

“When we get out of here, I’ll make you a proper Black Velvet. Expensive and good ingredients…”  

I tucked her protruding bangs behind her ear.  

When my hand touched her face, I felt the peach-like softness of her fine hair and her warm flush.  

“Alright.”  

“Huh…?”  

Her pupils trembled slightly at my words.  

“You’re like this drink.”  

“Like me? What does that mean?”  

“It’s a mess.”  

“What are you even saying…”  

She pulled her knees to her chest, looking disappointed.  

But that was all I could say to her.  

No more compliments came to mind.  

An old Korean song played from outside.  

The audio, which had stopped, was now playing on repeat again.  

I hummed along to the song.  

It was the first time in two years that I had sung anything, and Sun-ye seemed startled.  

Soon, she leaned her face on my shoulder and sang along.  

I liked the sound of her voice.  

I also liked the drink she made.  

Even if it was sticky and a complete mess.  

Sun-ye was the only color in this desolate gray world.  

The only one.  

“---!”  

Sudden pain forced me to end the skill.  

Something was grabbing and twisting my neck.  

It felt like the food I had eaten earlier was about to come back up as my whole body roiled.  

“Why are you zoning out by yourself?”  

Anna’s once-expressionless face twisted in anger as she glared at me.  

It was hard to believe this was the same face that had remained calm even when killing people.  

“I didn’t do anything…”  

My eyes reddened.  

It felt like my eyeballs would burst rather than any tears falling.  

Grabbing her arm, I shouted.  

Only then did Anna slowly release her hand.  

I collapsed weakly to the floor, coughing violently.  

Just how strong was she…  

“Don’t play any tricks.”  

Anna’s pronunciation seemed oddly precise.  

She slumped back into her chair.  

I staggered to my feet.  

Did she instinctively notice I was reading her memories?  

Even Ranker 09 had fainted while I read his memories… How did she wake up first?  

“...”  

I forced myself to take a deep breath.  

Yeah… That wasn’t the issue right now.  

I had already seen her happiest memory.  

The one with her cellmate in the detention facility.  

Recreating that moment was my priority.  

I crouched down and pulled out a champagne bottle from the wine cellar.  

The cheapest one.  

Then, I grabbed a bottle of stout beer from the fridge.  

The bar table now held the beer and champagne prominently.  

Anna’s expression began to change slightly.  

The lips that had been firmly set started to part a little.  

“Let’s get started.”  

I placed a plastic cup in the middle of the table.  

Then, I opened the stout beer, releasing its rich and cool aroma.  

I twisted the cork of the champagne bottle forcefully.  

With a loud pop, the cork shot into the air.  

The fizzy foam overflowed and trickled down the bottle.  

Boldly, I tilted both drinks into the cup at the same time.  

The black and golden hues beautifully intertwined as they poured into the cup.  

The Executor’s staff watched the scene with tense expressions.  

One of them muttered,  

“Pouring like that will definitely make it overflow.”  

They nervously focused on my trembling hands.  

“---!”  

Soon, foam began to overflow from the cup.  

The spilled drink slid across the table and reached Anna’s hand.  

“Are you insane? What are you doing right now!”  

One staff member jumped up and shouted.  

“Are you trying to get us all killed? Can’t you even pour properly?”  

Another staff member grabbed his head and wailed.  

The reactions from the father-daughter guests weren’t much different.  

The father shielded his daughter’s face against his chest and silently closed his eyes.  

“...”  

But I didn’t stop, even as the drink spilled over.  

I kept pouring until every last drop of the drink flowed down and dripped onto her.  

Anna simply stared blankly at the scene.  

Soon, not a single drop of liquid remained in the bottles.  
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    Black Velvet 3  

  

Grade: ☆  

Effect: None.  

Info: A cocktail made by pouring black beer and champagne in a 1:1 ratio.  

However, the proportions failed, causing it to overflow.  

A truly ‘ruined drink’ with a messed-up ratio.  

“I present you Black Velvet.”  

I handed the sticky cup to Anna nonchalantly.  

Anna stared intently at the dirty plating and asked me.  

“Are you seriously asking me to drink this?”  

“Yes.”  

I said quietly while wiping my hands with a cloth.  

From the look on her face, it seemed like she couldn’t clearly recall the happy moments of her past.  

That made sense.  

The girl she remembered back then still had some rationality left.  

She wasn’t the kind of psycho who killed people without hesitation, like now.  

“A cocktail made with cheap champagne?”  

She had every reason to ask.  

As Ji-wook had mentioned, she must’ve visited numerous inns and tried every expensive drink available.  

But none of the shops survived after her visits.  

From the start, the ‘delicious drink’ she sought wasn’t determined by its price.  

“Sometimes, you miss drinking soju with a friend more than enjoying expensive liquor alone.”  

That was the last thing I could say to her.  

Now, the result was all that mattered.  

All I could do was silently pray.  

Anna brushed her elegant silver hair aside and brought the glass to her lips.  

The more she tilted the glass, the harder my heart pounded.  

Please, just drink it all...  

“---!”  

But Anna set the glass down abruptly after barely touching it.  

She drank such a small amount that it was doubtful whether she even took a full sip.  

Seeing this, the debt collector and the father-daughter duo turned pale.  

“How is it...?”  

I asked Anna, staring into her cloudy white pupils.  

Her eyes, far from resembling those of a living person, stared blankly at me.  

Even Angelic Hand couldn’t reach her.  

There was no way to know if my drink had touched her emotions.  

Eventually, the killer stood up silently from her seat.  

She picked up the sword she had set on the floor.  

“---!”  

The staff gasped in shock and retreated further.  

They backed up so much that they were soon pressed against the wall.  

“We have nothing to do with this. She’s the one who made the drink horribly!”  

Anna didn’t react to their outcry.  

Instead, she slowly leaned her face closer to mine.  

As if she was observing me.  

Her smooth, pale skin filled my entire vision.  

A faint scent of soap lingered at the tip of my nose.  

“It's a mess.”  

Anna murmured softly.  

Soon, her shadow, cast by her sword, loomed over me.  

My eyelids trembled.  

I closed my eyes, resigned.  

It felt as if all the blood in my body drained away in anticipation of death.  

Bracing myself for the inevitable pain, I held my breath.  

“---?”  

However, no matter how long I waited, the blade never pierced my neck.  

Instead, I felt a sensation I had never experienced before caressing the tip of my chin.  

Her gentle fingers grasped my chin and tilted it slightly to the side.  

As if she were inspecting a doll she intended to buy.  

“Why?”  

Her emotionless voice whispered in my ear.  

“Why... why what?”  

“Why did you give me this, of all things?”  

Avoiding her gaze, I clasped my hands together and answered softly.  

“I thought you might’ve tried beer before but never champagne.”  

When I said that, a faint ripple appeared in her murky eyes.  

Summoning all my courage, I looked up at her.  

Facing those ripples, I smiled faintly.  

“Because when mixed, they taste good.”  

Anna’s small lips trembled slightly.  

She bit her lip to suppress the tremor.  

Turning her head away, she concealed her expression.  

Her cold hand fell away, and only then could I breathe again.  

“It’s an unpleasant taste.”  

The dull sound of her boots echoed as she walked away.  

The silver-haired killer left those words behind as she exited.  

The loud slam of the front door reverberated throughout the shop.  

There was no sound of the door swinging back.  

The door remained broken from slamming into the wall.  

The woman, usually indifferent to everything, had slammed the door hard enough to break it.  

“Hah.”  

The sound released the tension that had constricted my entire body.  

My legs gave out completely.  

I collapsed onto the floor like a newborn fawn.  

At least I survived...  

I never thought I’d feel such terror again.  

My limbs refused to obey me.  

“Is she gone...?”  

Ji-wook cautiously peeked out from the kitchen.  

Even as he emerged, he double-checked to ensure Anna wasn’t there.  

“Yes... it seems so.”  

“How did you manage to satisfy Anna?”  

Was that satisfaction?  

She smashed the door on her way out.  

Well, since she didn’t kill me, maybe it was her twisted form of acknowledgment.  

“Sometimes, you crave homemade meals more than dining out.”  

“What does that even mean?”  

“It’s just... a thing.”  

I grabbed his hand and struggled to my feet.  

By then, the shop was in complete disarray.  

Thanks to Executor’s interference and Anna’s appearance.  

“You didn’t run away either, senior.”  

“I’m owed three months of pay here.”  

I chuckled weakly.  

Yeah, money was important.  

Especially for insignificant ability users like us.  

Come to think of it, that woman didn’t even pay.  

She’s a mercenary, so she must’ve had plenty of money.  

Even after such a harrowing experience, my first thought was about money.  

I guess I’ve fully become an NPC now.  

“I couldn’t bring myself to leave you here alone.”  

“That’s kind of touching.”  

Ji-wook stepped forward and started cleaning up the broken chairs and bloodstains.  

I staggered toward him to help.  

“No, you should go rest. Leave the cleanup to me.”  

“But this is going to take a long time to clean up.”  

“Don’t worry. I’ll do it as payment for saving my life.”  

He raised his thumb confidently, signaling me to trust him.  

He wasn’t the only one expressing gratitude toward me.  

The debt collectors, who had been glaring at us like they were about to kill us, approached.  

Having been thoroughly terrified by Anna, they no longer had any bravado to display.  

“Hey, how the hell did you persuade that crazy killer?”  

“That performance was incredible. Did you learn that at some famous bar?”  

The burly men bombarded me with questions, their faces brimming with excitement.  

Their loud, booming voices made my ears ring.  

“Do it for us sometime too! The overflowing drink was hilarious!”  

The noise level in the shop shot up like crazy.  

One of them, who appeared to be their leader, cleared his throat loudly.  

Finally, the bear-like men clasped their hands together politely and fell silent.  

A middle-aged man with a scarred face spoke to me calmly.  

“Well, thanks to you, we’re alive.”  

“Right, that’s true.”  

I chuckled lightly.  

After facing that insane killer alone, seeing them actually put me at ease.  

“I don’t know what you did to Anna, but you managed to drive her away. That’s impressive. The boss would’ve been pleased.”  

He glanced at the Executor’s severed head hanging from his belt as he spoke.  

“He thanks you for keeping his subordinates alive. He even said he’d visit again sometime.”  

What kind of nonsense is he spouting while holding his dead boss’s head?  

This guy doesn’t seem normal either.  

The massive men bowed deeply to me.  

Feeling burdened by their politeness, I scratched my head.  

It would’ve been better if they just canceled the debt instead of coming back.  

Ji-wook watched the scene with his arms crossed, looking proud as if he had been the one to handle everything.  

In a leisurely voice, he guided them out of the shop, saying, “Ah, it’s fine. You can leave now.”  

Next in line were the only actual customers in the shop.  

The father and daughter, who had almost met a gruesome fate, spoke to me with flushed faces.  

“Thank you for today. Thanks to you, we’re alive.”  

“Thank you, unnie! You were so cool!”  

The girl, who was much prettier than me, said with a smile.  

Though it was clearly a compliment, it made me feel strange.  

Unnie?  

That’s the first time someone’s ever called me that...  

The thought made me feel itchy all over.  

“The food in this shop was really delicious too. We’ll come by often.”  

With those words, the father and daughter left the shop.  

The girl, in particular, kept glancing back at me and even waved as she exited.  

“I’ll help promote the shop! Hang in there!”  

I waved back at her with a thankful smile.  

But deep down, I thought this.  

There’s no way they’d come back after seeing all this chaos.  

The girl’s words were probably just a polite expression of gratitude.  

With loan sharks and killers frequenting the place, we’d lose customers entirely.  

Well, that’s fine by me.  

With the boss in hiding, fewer customers would make the work easier.  

When he eventually returns, I can just collect my pay and leave.  

The next day.  

I headed to work, expecting a quiet shop.  

The debt collectors were dealt with.  

The shop was still a mess with bloodstains, so I assumed there’d be no customers.  

I looked forward to taking it easy, eating Ji-wook’s stew, and going home.  

That is, until the shop came into view.  

“...?”  

What is this...  

Why is there...  

Why is there a line of people in front of the shop?  

Hunters and civilians alike were queued up from the entrance to outside.  

There must have been at least ten of them.  

Pushing my way through the crowd, I finally entered the shop, only to be greeted by Ji-wook’s pitiful face.  

“Si-ho! Why are you so late? Get to the counter now!”  

“What’s going on? Why are there so many customers?”  

“I just found out. Our shop is apparently famous online right now.”  

“What? Why?”  

“I don’t know either! Just get the drinks ready!”  

He shouted while frantically shaking a wok.  

I hurriedly tied on an apron.  

The counter was packed with hunters.  

They touched, licked, and photographed the bloodstains where the Executor had been cut down.  

Why are they licking that...  

As I stared at them with confusion, I locked eyes with a female hunter.  

“...?”  

“Oh, don’t tell me it’s you!”  

The red-haired woman leaned toward me with a beaming face.  

“You’re the bartender recognized by Ranker Anna, right?”  

At her exclamation, every customer’s gaze turned toward me.  

That was the moment my peaceful innkeeper life... was shattered.  
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    Kahlua Milk 1

“Oh, it’s starting.”

“Take a picture with me in it too.”

A female hunter guest strikes a V pose.  

Her boyfriend captures both me pouring drinks and her in the frame.

My shoulders hurt like crazy.  

I can’t even feel my wrists anymore.  

Champagne and beer overflow on the table.  

Clenching my teeth, I push the dripping cups toward the customers.  

“Zz-mnh-sn, black blll n-n-dzz-.”  

They gladly drink the cocktails, filled only with foam and barely half their content.  

Seriously...  

Why do they drink stuff like this?  

“Oppa, look at this. It’s totally aesthetic.”  

“It’s way cooler in person than in the videos.”

The hunter couple fiddles with their phones.  

They’ll probably post this on that damn SNS too.  

After making this ridiculous alcohol all day, I’ve recently realized one thing.  

The pretty girl who came yesterday with her father turned out to be an influencer at the Hunter Academy.  

She secretly recorded me making a Black Velvet in front of Anna with her 100,000 followers.  

Thanks to her video going viral, the inn became crowded with guests.  

So, that’s what she meant by “promotion.”  

It’s good that business is booming, but I feel oddly bitter about it.  

My hands have become rough.  

Pouring drinks nonstop has left my skin constantly wet.  

A proper Black Velvet isn’t supposed to be like this...  

Angry at people who can’t even appreciate the taste, I grew tired of the charade.  

Eventually, I got annoyed and started pouring drinks indifferently with a blank face.  

Oddly, the customers found it charming, calling it “dirty plating,” and got even more excited.  

Has the world gone mad from all the monsters running rampant?  

I shoved the empty champagne bottles into the kitchen corner.  

That’s the twelfth bottle... And with the ones in storage gone, this couple’s order is the last.  

I clasped my hands together and addressed the waiting guests.  

“We’ve run out of ingredients and are closing early. Sorry-.”  

The distant groans of hunters in line echo in my ears.  

Some even mutter curses, complaining, “We came all this way...”  

It’s not my fault the ingredients ran out...  

I can’t help but lower my gaze.  

How famous is this girl named Anna for her influence to be so powerful?  

Sure, she was really pretty, but still, she’s a psycho killer.  

Probably none of the people here have met her in person.  

Once you meet those pale eyes of hers, you won’t want to see her again.  

“Si-ho, great job today. Thanks to you, all the ingredients sold out.”  

Ji-wook approaches me with a tired face.  

“Well, I just poured drinks. You’re the one who worked hard cooking, senior.”  

“Yeah... It’s the first time we’ve had this many customers since last year...”  

He slumps into a chair at the counter.  

That’s right.  

This place was originally a famous bar.  

Even Ji-soo noona, who’s a heavy drinker, mentioned it.  

But why did the owner neglect such a good inn?  

Did something happen?  

Usually, there are only two reasons why an adult would abandon a decent job.  

Money or family issues.  

Judging by the visit from Executor, Seoul’s top loan shark, it’s definitely the former.  

Maybe the reason they borrowed money has to do with family.  

Family...  

I pondered as I saw off the last customer.  

The cash register was stuffed so full of bills that they nearly spilled out.  

In this economy’s collapse, with few functioning banks left, most transactions are done in cash.  

With profits like this, there’s no need to switch to being a hunter.  

Of course, I don’t know how much of this will end up in my hands.  

I suddenly imagine a future where the owner never returns.  

Would that mean Ji-wook and I split the profits?  

That wouldn’t be bad.  

“---.”  

Someone enters the store.  

“We’re closed.”  

I replied absentmindedly while counting money.  

Yet the person leisurely walks in anyway.  

Only then did I look up.  

And I was met with someone who didn’t belong in a bar at all.  

“It’s been a while.”  

A girl I’d never seen before greeted me with a bright smile.  

She wore the same uniform as the pretty girl I saw yesterday.  

The current time is 10 p.m.  

Who would come to a bar at this hour and say “It’s been a while” to me?  

“Who are you...?”  

“Unnie, don’t you remember me?”  

Straight black-brown hair and sharp cat-like features.  

I really don’t know her...  

“So, after running away from the shop saying it was tough, you finally crawled back?”  

Was this girl acquainted with Si-ho before I possessed her?  

“Guess there really wasn’t a place that would accept an incompetent like you?”  

But this girl’s tone was way over the line...  

“Oh, sorry... I’ve had so many customers today I must’ve mistaken you for someone else.”  

I roughly pretended to know her.  

“Right—there really are a lot of customers today. Usually, when you were managing the shop, there was no one.”  

The girl clasped her hands behind her back and looked around the inn.  

She met eyes with Ji-wook, who was cleaning the tables.  

“Oppa—it’s been a while.”  

She greeted him in a completely different voice than she used with me.  

Her sickeningly sweet tone made my jaw drop.  

“Oh, Se-hee. What brings you to the store?”  

“A friend of mine posted about our shop online, so I decided to drop by.”  

“How’s the boss? He hasn’t shown up for months now, and I’m worried...”  

He rested his chin on the mop handle with a concerned expression.  

“My dad? He’s doing fine, I guess.”  

“Don’t you live with him?”  

“I haven’t been home in a while. You know how he gets when he drinks...”  

She casually perched herself on the table.  

Se-hee’s short skirt was incredibly distracting.  

“Just take over the shop’s finances, oppa. He’ll drink himself to death soon enough anyway.”  

“That’s not how it works... First, we need to pay off the shop’s debt with whatever profit we make.”  

“You’re too nice, oppa. If I were you, I would’ve run away from the shop like Si-ho unnie.”  

She subtly kept dragging me into the conversation.  

I wanted to smack her, but she was the boss’s daughter, so I couldn’t.  

“Hey, we’re not bloodline hunters like Se-hee. We’ve got to make money steadily.”  

At the mention of “bloodline hunter,” my urge to hit her vanished.  

That title is usually reserved for rankers or the children of famous hunters.  

In other words, the boss was at least a renowned hunter, and this girl inherited his abilities.  

I felt envious and unfair at the same time.  

“You two should head home first. I’ll handle closing up tonight.”  

Se-hee stepped off the table and said.  

“Huh? No, it’s our job as employees to do that.”  

“I didn’t come when there were no customers, but now that business is booming, I should help out.”  

What’s this?  

It sounded like a kind gesture, but something about it made me uneasy.  

Se-hee enthusiastically took Ji-wook’s mop and swiped it across the floor.  

Where she passed, footprints remained, completely negating the cleaning effort.  

She mopped from the hall to the counter and stopped abruptly in front of me.  

“You should go too, unnie.”  

Unlike with Ji-wook, she whispered in a cold voice.  

“Oh... Okay.”  

I forced a smile and untied my apron.  

I put on an old hoodie I kept under the counter.  

“Wow, unnie. You still don’t care about your appearance at all?”  

“Who’s there to dress up for...?”  

“True—there isn’t anyone. It suits you.”  

She narrowed her eyes and chuckled softly.  

I hurried home as quickly as possible because I didn't want to hear that voice anymore.

Outside, Ji-wook was already waiting, dressed in his coat.

Seeing my shabby appearance in contrast to his neat look, I could kind of understand why Se-hee said those things.

“Is that all you’re wearing in this cold weather?”

“I don’t really have clothes at home…”

He looked at me with a worried expression.

“Do you want to wear this?”

As he started to take off his coat, I shook my head.

“It’s okay. My house is nearby anyway.”

I walked through the night alone.

How many times have I been called "unnie" today?

I was beginning to grasp my current situation.

Will I have to live with this face forever?

Well, at least my body isn’t completely flat despite my height, so that’s a relief.

At least people won’t think I look like a child.

Although I am short…

Thinking about such trivial matters, I stuffed my hands into my pockets.

“It’s definitely a bit cold.”

I should buy some clothes when I earn more money.

These days, even malls barely stay open.

But how am I supposed to buy women’s clothes?

I’ve never bought them before, so it’s confusing.

I don’t even have any female acquaintances nearby...

“...!”

Something brushed against my hand in my pocket.

A bad feeling rose within me, and I immediately took it out to check.

“Oh, the shop key.”

I sighed deeply.

I had forgotten to leave it with Se-hee before leaving.

Her constant annoying remarks made me storm out of the shop.

Now I’d have to face her again…

Reluctantly, I headed back to the inn.

Most of the streetlights were off, except for a few scattered ones.

Because of this, the streets felt eerie, like a ghost town.

At least the small amount of light came from the power supplied by the Hunter Association rebuilding the city…

But for someone like me at the bottom of the food chain, it wasn’t enough.

“...?”

As I approached the shop, I heard loud music playing.

What is this? Did Se-hee turn on some music while cleaning?

Cautiously, I opened the front door.

Inside, people I had never seen before were sitting around the sofa tables.

They were drinking the shop’s alcohol as if they were having a party.

Who are these people…

Dumbfounded, I scratched the side of my head.

Then I made eye contact with a large boy.

“Who’s she?”

I wanted to ask the same thing.

Who are you people?

“Se-hee, didn’t you say kids from other classes were coming today?”

“No, I never said that.”

Her voice came from the kitchen.

If they’re her friends, are these kids also Academy students?

Still, what are they even doing at the shop?

Two female students casually sitting at the table approached me.

When they stood on either side of me, I felt even smaller.

“I’m an employee here, and we’re closed for business…”

I tried to speak as clearly as possible.

But the overwhelming height difference made my voice seem to shrink.

“What are you doing back here?”

Hearing my voice, Se-hee quickly came out to the counter.

She looked like a younger sister caught doing something wrong.

Having had a younger sister in the past, I felt a bit more courage.

Still, I was the adult here, so I should at least say something to these minors.

“I forgot to give you the key…”

“Thanks. Don’t worry about it; I just invited a few friends to Dad’s shop.”

Just a while ago, she was saying her dad was on the verge of death, and now it’s “Dad’s shop” when it suits her?

She leisurely pulled a cigarette from her chest pocket.

The sudden appearance of the cigarette made sweat drip down my back.

Was that student-like appearance from earlier all an act?

“Well, using the shop’s alcohol like this is a bit problematic…”

I muttered while fidgeting with my fingers.

Se-hee smirked and began to look down on me.

“This is my dad’s shop, so why should you care? You’re just a part-timer—”

She blew smoke in my direction.

The acrid smoke made me cough and frown.

This is the time to stand firm, but…

For some reason, tears welled up in my eyes.

It’s probably because of the strong cigarette smoke.

Probably…

“What’s going on?”

A large man entered the shop through the back door.

His heavy footsteps seemed to shake the entire shop.

He had bronzed skin and black, undercut hair.

If he’s the same age as Se-hee, he’s only 17, but how does he look like that?

“You’re the one, right? The bartender recognized by Anna.”

He asked in a deep, weighty voice.

I needed to answer, but…

My body froze, and no words came out.

That’s how intimidating his presence was.

“Make me a drink.”

He sat at the central table and ordered.

But I just stood there in a daze.

“What are you doing? Go make the drink. Don’t you know who he is?”

Se-hee scolded me in a low voice.

“Who… who is he?”

I stammered and asked her.

“He’s Choi Si-woong, the youngest A-rank hunter at the Academy. Do you not watch the news?”

An… A-rank hunter?

Even the noona who killed a wyvern only recently got promoted to B-rank… and he’s higher than that?

Something’s not right.

Why is someone like him here?

Si-woong gestured to the girls beside me.

They immediately grabbed my arms.

Dragged against my will, I was thrown in front of the table.

Only then did I truly realize my “incompetence” as an “incompetent person.”

“Trying to act all high and mighty? You’re just an incompetent.”

Si-woong’s bronzed face leaned closer to mine.

“Up close, your face is kind of cute.”

The large man prodded the beauty mark under my eye with his thick fingers.

The unpleasant sensation made me shrink back.

At this late hour, there was no one who could help an NPC like me…  
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    Kahlua Milk 2

"How old are you?"

"Twenty-four, no, twenty-one..."

I poured tequila into a shot glass with trembling hands.

"What, you're older than me. Just speak comfortably, noona."

Si-woong leaned his arm on the sofa.

And that arm slowly moved closer to my shoulder.

"Sorry for scaring you earlier. You talked so tough I thought you had some amazing ability."

"..."

"Who would’ve thought you were powerless? But at least you're cute. That's enough to get by in life, right?"

His rough hand wrapped around my shoulder.

The touch made my stomach churn like I was about to throw up.

I wanted to hit him over the head with the tequila bottle right away, but if I did...

I'd be crushed under that massive fist, with not even powder left of me.

"Give me your number."

Absolutely not.

My body instinctively sent warning signals.

"I don't have a phone..."

"No phone? Does that even make sense?"

"I couldn't pay the bill, so it got cut off..."

"What? That's all? I thought you were just playing hard to get."

Si-woong gestured to the male student who came with him.

The guy pulled a backpack out from the floor.

With a smug expression, he unzipped it.

When the bag opened, it was filled with wads of cash, far more than you'd see in a cash dispenser.

"Take one of these."

He placed a bundle of cash on my thigh.

At a glance, it was more than 5 million won.

But I felt a fear far greater than the money before my eyes.

How did these kids get such a huge amount of money?

And what would they demand of me in return?

"Ah, don't feel burdened. I just like you, that's all."

He smirked as he drank the tequila I had poured.

Then, using his finger, he dabbed at the white powder spread on the table and sniffed it up his nose.

Wait a second, wasn't that salt?

Why is it going into his nose...

Normally, you'd lick salt off the rim of a tequila shot glass or off your hand after taking a sip.

Si-woong shuddered in ecstasy after inhaling the powder.

Drugs.

These guys must be making money by dealing drugs.

"Just think of it as the price for spending a day with me."

His hand began sliding from my thigh further inward.

My heart pounded like crazy.

What’s going to happen to me now?

Am I really about to face something I can't even bear to imagine?

"I'm a physical enhancement ability user. Maybe that's why I prefer soft things unlike me."

I trembled all over at the unbearable thought of what might come next.

I focused my mind on my fingertips.

If it came to this, I'd knock him out with Angelic Hand.

He thinks I'm powerless anyway.

His hand reached the inside of my thigh.

At that moment, I extended my hand toward Si-woong's neck.

"What the..."

Just as my hand was about to touch him, he pulled his arm away.

The sound of a car stopping outside the inn had interrupted him.

"Is that the Association's security squad?"

The other students murmured uneasily.

"Se-hee, didn’t you say this place was safe?"

Si-woong glared at Se-hee with narrowed eyes.

She shook her head vehemently in response.

"No way... How would they know we’re here?"

I quickly withdrew my hand.

The tension in my body released, and I instinctively curled up.

Tears welled up in my reddened eyes and poured down.

They dripped to the floor from my bowed head.

"Hide the bag, and you, go see who it is."

Si-woong gave orders in a serious tone.

The students acted in unison, moving as if following the commands of an A-rank hunter.

"Why are you trembling, noona... You're making me worried."

After they left, he casually brushed my hair back.

"Don't worry. If there's a problem, we'll just change the location. There's a much better place than this dump. Somewhere cozier..."

He scooped up some powder with his finger.

Then he brought it right up to my nose.

"Take it. You’ll feel better and get there in no time."

"Wait..."

If I took that, it was all over.

I turned my head away desperately to resist.

But his burly arm soon grabbed my head.

And he started guiding me toward the powder.

"---!"

Just as the powder was about to touch my nose, it happened.

The scream of the student who went to check outside made Si-woong stop.

Then, from the direction of the shop entrance, familiar footsteps echoed.

I knew those footsteps.

Heavy and cold, like work boots on a job site.

Soon, a woman holding a carbon blade stepped into the shop.

Her sword dripped with fresh, vibrant blood.

In contrast, her flowing silver hair glimmered beautifully.

For some reason...

The murky and fearsome eyes that had once seemed so frightening now felt unusually welcome.

"Ha."

Si-woong scoffed, getting up from the sofa.

He clearly recognized who had just arrived.

"Anna Danilova."

He stretched his body, cracking sounds like gravel colliding resonating from him.

"I’ve always wanted to try going up against a ranker."

"..."

Anna didn’t respond to his words.

Instead, her gaze shifted from the massive Si-woong to me, small and cowering.

Anna approached me and asked.

"You... Are you a mental ability user?"

Why was she asking about my ability all of a sudden?

I couldn’t answer, so she grabbed my wrist and opened the system window.

"Powerless...?"

Anna furrowed her brows.

It wasn’t the result she had expected.

It made sense.

My ability was inherited from my past life and wasn’t registered in Si-ho’s existing records.

"Then that alcohol... Was it just a coincidence?"

She slowly lowered her head to look at me.

"Let me go..."

When I groaned in pain, Anna let go as if it had been meaningless.

"Hey, Anna. Are you ignoring me right now?"

Si-woong spoke to the assassin who had turned her back on him.

"..."

But Anna didn’t react to his second question either.

His shadow loomed over her face darkly.

Si-woong’s fist came crashing down toward Anna.

I thought she’d be crushed outright by that monstrous fist.
 
However, the fist he struck down only shattered the innocent floor, and Anna was nowhere to be seen.  

She was already lightly perched on Si-woong's shoulder, raising her sword toward him.  

Without a moment's hesitation, her sword descended on Si-woong's neck.  

"---!"  

The moment the sword touched him, a gray aura surrounded the body of the A-rank hunter.  

He tightened his muscles to their maximum density and deflected Anna's blade.  

"He blocked a ranker's sword! That's Si-woong for you...!"  

The other students exclaimed with astonished expressions.  

It was indeed an impressive physical enhancement ability.  

To block a sword that had effortlessly sliced through the Executor so easily.  

"Your skills don’t match your reputation. This is barely ticklish."  

Si-woong let out a roar.  

The force of Anna's strike, embedded in him, was reflected back toward its wielder.  

The ranker barely dodged it and stepped off his shoulder.  

Cunningly, Si-woong seized the moment when she was about to land to charge forward swiftly.  

He caught her in an unguarded moment.  

His enormous fist tore through the air, rushing toward Anna's face.  

"---!"  

But unlike before, Anna didn’t dodge the attack.  

She stood firmly as if she intended to take the punch directly.  

"Do you really think you can withstand my punch?"  

Si-woong shouted in frustration.  

His fist was soon within inches of Anna's nose.  

At that moment, Anna's eyes gleamed as if she'd been waiting for it.  

She suddenly bent her body downward as if collapsing.  

Then she burrowed beneath Si-woong's exposed motion after throwing his punch.  

Her crimson blade aimed for his exposed leg.  

The sharp blade severed Si-woong's Achilles tendon.  

Just as the half-god, half-man Achilles fell to a single arrow, Si-woong’s massive body toppled from her single strike.  

"You bitch..."  

Si-woong staggered and struggled to rise again.  

But with his severed tendon, his body refused to obey him.  

It was like watching a broken-legged ox thrash about without realizing its state.  

Anna watched the massive beast with an expression devoid of emotion.  

And then, she slowly approached.  

What does a hunter do to their captured prey?  

Usually, they dismember it, separating flesh and bone.  

Si-woong curled his arms and raised his guard.  

He hardened his body again, deflecting Anna’s blade just as before.  

He blocked it and blocked it again.  

But Anna merely brought the deflected sword back down with precision.  

The shop echoed with the sound of metal clashing.  

"Stop... Stop it..."  

A voice was heard, one I hadn’t heard before.  

Si-woong’s once-heavy voice now quivered like that of a child about to cry.  

Though he was under the influence of drugs and alcohol, he was still just a boy.  

But Anna’s blade did not stop.  

Pretending to be strong and truly being strong is different.  

Just as pretending to be crazy and truly being insane are different.  

Soon, black blood spurted like a fountain from Si-woong’s arm.  

Anna’s pale face became increasingly stained with that blood.  

"..."  

Finally, Si-woong's arm fell limply to the ground.  

The blade dug into his defenseless neck.  

At first, the sword bounced off as if hitting hardwood, but after repeated strikes, cracks formed.  

Soon, white neck bones appeared between the torn flesh, and they were eventually severed.  

I couldn’t bear to watch the scene, so I turned my head away.  

Her work ended only after Si-woong’s head rolled and touched Se-hee.  

The young girl clutched her face with a look of mental collapse.  

No teenager could endure such a gruesome sight with a clear mind.  

Seeing the final moments of the leader they trusted and followed, the children began to retreat.  

They instinctively felt it, too.  

That they were next.  

"Wait..."  

I reached out to Anna to stop the carnage.  

But it was already too late.  

She turned her gaze toward her next prey.  

And as soon as her targets were decided, she swiftly darted toward them, beheading the children one by one.  

The child hiding under the table.  

The child kneeling and begging.  

The child clutching the front door and desperately twisting the knob.  

All were beheaded by her sword.  

Lastly, Anna turned to Se-hee, who was trembling alone.  

It was a scene I had seen somewhere before.  

That unsettling familiarity jolted my frozen body awake.  

Anna raised her blade.  

With all my strength, I ran to Se-hee.  

And just as Anna’s sword was about to strike Se-hee’s crown, I embraced the girl.  

"Stop it... Please, stop killing!"  

"I don't understand. Your assailant. Why are you trying to save them?"  

"There’s no rule that says you can kill someone just because they did something wrong!"  

When I shouted, Anna leaned her face closer to mine.  

Her breath tickled the fine hairs on my skin.  

"All loose ends. Eliminating them. Is the most efficient way."  

It felt like something was stuck in my throat, and no words would come out.  

But somehow, I forced myself to speak and asked the killer.  

"Then... Why did you spare me?"  

"Because the alcohol you made. Was useful to me."  

Anna’s eyes narrowed slightly.  

The killer only spared those who were useful to her.  

"Then... Spare this child too."  

"That child. Is of no use. To me."  

"If you don’t spare her..."  

"If I don’t?"  

"Then I’ll never give you alcohol again."  

I looked up at Anna with teary eyes.  

This was the only leverage I had over her. 
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    Kahlua Milk 3  

Anna's hair tickled my neck.  

She leaned in close enough that I could hear her breathing and whispered to me.  

"Is that all you've got?"  

The scent of rich soap wafted from her.  

"Just wait and see. There aren’t many things in this world as good as my drink."  

I swallowed dryly and replied firmly.  

Anna stared at me for a moment, as if she’d heard something unexpected.  

Then, as if remembering something, she smiled faintly.  

She approached me and gently touched my side hair with her fingers.  

"I’ll look forward to it."  

The silver-haired killer brushed past me, leaving those words behind.  

She slowly looked around the shop for a moment and sat down in her seat.  

Phew...  

I could finally breathe a little easier.  

Thanks to her, I could take a look at the only other survivor of this living hell.  

Se-hee was still sitting on the floor, trembling.  

I went to the kitchen and brought out a blanket for her.  

It was a cute blanket with a cat pattern.  

I draped it over her short skirt.  

But her shaking showed no sign of stopping.  

"Unnie, I’m sorry..."  

Se-hee muttered.  

"Sorry for what...?"  

"Actually, the reason I acted so harsh today was to make sure you didn’t run into Si-woong too much. He prefers short girls..."  

So that’s why she blew cigarette smoke at me earlier.  

It was unpleasant, but it worked.  

It had made me so tense, it was like I’d gone back to my school days.  

"I see..."  

"I didn’t really hang out with them because I wanted to."  

Her voice trembled as she began to tell her story.  

Was it because she was pulling painful memories from her heart?  

"When I first enrolled, I was famous as my dad's daughter, but I didn’t inherit much of his ability."  

Was that why I didn’t feel much intimidation from her when we first met?  

"Because of my reputation, I was placed in a class with strong kids, but once they found out I was weak, I ended up being treated like baggage."  

I understand that feeling.  

Trying as hard as you can and still not becoming stronger.  

Who would understand that feeling better than my past self?  

"That’s why I started getting bullied at school. I joined Si-woong’s gang just to try to overcome it somehow..."  

Se-hee pulled her knees to her chest.  

Then, she buried her face.  

"Have you talked to your dad about it?"  

"I can’t. If my dad, who’s already barely holding on, hears about this too..."  

Se-hee's murmuring voice leaked out from between her knees.  

"My dad blames himself for my mom’s death."  

So her mother passed away too.  

"My mom went to the inn late one night to see my dad, who was hosting regulars..."  

She continued her story calmly.  

"She was torn apart by a nocturnal monster. That’s why he drinks like this now."  

I recalled the streets I’d walked through earlier tonight.  

I imagined a dark, long silhouette watching me from an alleyway.  

The thought alone was chilling.  

"If he found out I was being bullied, he’d probably think it was all his fault too."  

"So you joined this kind of group just to make a name for yourself at school?"  

Anna’s dead eyes looked down at Se-hee.  

The girl curled up even more.  

"...”  

Every time Anna spoke, Se-hee trembled like she was hearing the cry of a predator.  

Of course, Se-hee was at fault too.  

After all, Si-woong’s gang was full of drug addicts and perverts.  

Maybe she’d already experienced something horrible, just like I had.  

I didn’t want this young girl to go through that kind of thing ever again.  

With that thought lingering in my mind, I got up from the floor.  

"Wait here. I’ll get you something to drink."  

"Alcohol?"  

"Uh... something like that?"  

"I hate alcohol. It just makes people drunk and violent..."  

It wasn’t really her place to say, given she smoked, but I understood.  

It was probably because of her alcoholic father.  

"Don’t worry. Not all drinks are just for getting drunk."  

I patted Se-hee on the head.  

"Sometimes people find comfort in a drink too."  

I headed to the kitchen.  

I poured milk into a kettle.  

I had a drink in mind for her.  

This drink wasn’t cold or strong.  

It was warm, soft, and comforting.  

While I was focused on preparing the ingredients, I felt a piercing gaze.  

It was probably the silver-haired killer sitting idly with her chin resting on her hand.  

Anna, who had just killed six people earlier, looked surprisingly composed.  

She followed my every move with her eyes.  

That alone wasn’t unpleasant.  

It was almost like a pet cat watching its owner.  

But the blood smeared under her eyes gave me chills.  

Maybe she was more like a cheetah or a leopard than a cat...?  

"Um... could you stop staring at me?"  

I handed her a wet tissue as I asked.  

"Do you have something to say?"  

When I asked, Anna pointed a finger at my face.  

She narrowed her eyes and smiled faintly.  

"Hypocritical."  

"What?"  

Her Korean wasn’t fluent, but she sure knew a lot of words.  

Hypocritical? When was I ever that?  

"When I tried to kill that kid. You recklessly jumped in."  

Anna wiped her face with the wet tissue I gave her.  

"What’s the problem with that?"  

I asked, baffled.  

Was risking my life to protect a child hypocritical?  

"You knew I’d stop if you intervened. You took advantage of that."  

That was just a gamble.  

I trusted that she’d hesitate to kill me, so I acted in that fleeting moment.  

"I had a similar experience in the past. I’ve regretted it my whole life."  

I said as I pulled the kettle of hot milk off the stove.  

"I don’t want to repeat those mistakes."  

Anna’s smile faded as she heard the word "past."  

"For someone so small, you sure talk big."  

She dropped the wet tissue I gave her on the floor.  

The white tissue had turned a dark red.  

I smiled faintly at her and replied.  

"Sometimes, there are things worse than death."  

If death was a moment of pain...  

Regret was the longest agony in the world.  

The moment you start regretting something, it becomes the longest suicide in the world.  

Like my life right now.  

"...?"  

Anna’s face slowly turned into a smile as she listened to my words.  

Her smile grew and grew until it turned into laughter.  

She laughed so hard that she even slammed the table.  

Her exaggerated reaction gave me chills, as if she were a machine with a pre-programmed response.  

"You’re really interesting."  

She finally stopped laughing and approached me.  

The killer, with her narrowed eyes, pinched my shirt collar.  

"I’ll strip it off for you."  

Did I hear that wrong?  

What did this girl just say?  

"That hypocritical mask of yours."  

Under the glow, her eyes flashed.  

I shivered, as if all my flaws had been laid bare before her fatal beauty.  

"Go away. I’m bartending..."  

I pushed Anna away with effort.  

It was troublesome how hazy my mind became when she was close.  

I shook my head from side to side to clear the feeling.  

She crossed her arms and watched me engross myself in bartending again.  

I straightened up and rolled up my sleeves, responding to her gaze.  

"Alright... let’s get started."  

I prepared a thick mug.  

I poured in the steaming hot milk.  

I brought the fragrant Kahlua bottle to the rim of the cup.  

I slowly rotated it along the edge as if caressing it.  

Finally, I sprinkled cocoa powder on top to finish.  

  

Rating: ★★☆  
Effect: Recovers 30% of the consumer’s abnormal state.  

Information: A flawless Kahlua Milk made with a perfect recipe.  
It has a soft, subtle vanilla and coffee scent.  

Especially for Se-hee, I increased the milk ratio, making the alcohol flavor almost undetectable.  
With the Angelic Hand effect, it received a bonus ☆.  

"Try it, Se-hee."  

"...”  

Se-hee held the warm mug tightly with both hands.  

The steam rose and gently caressed her face.  

"This is alcohol?"  

"Technically, it’s a cocktail."  

I wiped my hands with a cloth.  

"It’s just coffee milk."  

Anna asked bluntly with her chin resting on her hand.  

"Don’t underestimate it. It’s way better than store-bought milk."  

"Who’d drink something like that? It’s not even vodka."  

Se-hee looked down at the warm cocktail.  

Then, as if making up her mind, she slowly took a sip, letting the foam touch her lips.  

"...”  

I waited calmly for her reaction.  

The girl coughed, unaccustomed to drinking a hot cocktail for the first time.  

"Careful, it’s hot."  

Her eyes watered, and the tip of her nose turned red.  

I couldn’t tell if it was because it was too hot or for some other reason.  

The answer came a moment later.  

A spark of life returned to Se-hee’s eyes.  

She wiped her tears with the back of her hand after regaining her composure.  

But no matter how much she wiped, tears kept flowing from her eyes.  

I used a tissue to help wipe them for her.  

"It’s... a familiar taste."  

The fear that had filled her face melted away like snow.  

With a much calmer expression, Se-hee looked at me.  

"When I first entered the academy, my father made this for me."  

Sorry, to be honest, I saw your memory earlier when I covered you with the blanket.  

"It’s smooth but has a sweet and slightly spicy coffee aroma at the end. It’s really delicious."  

The Kahlua Milk I made for her had only a tiny amount of liqueur.  

The old owner probably made it mild like this too.  

For his daughter, who hated alcohol.  

"Let’s go see your dad. I’m sure he’ll take your story seriously."  

"Unnie..."  

"If it’s too hard to go alone, I’ll go with you."  

Se-hee hugged me tightly.  

She grabbed my shoulders and buried her face in my chest.  

I felt her damp warmth, but I didn’t mind.  

What mattered now was her feelings.  

"...”  

Anna watched us before standing up from the table.  

Her face was cold, as if something had upset her.  

"Uh... where are you going?"  

"I can’t stand to watch this any longer."  

She grabbed her sword and prepared to leave.  

"Wait a second—!"  

I hurried to the kitchen and grabbed a tumbler.  

I ran outside after Anna and barely managed to stop her with labored breaths.  

"Is there another show... you want to put on?"  

"Haah... this is..."  

Sweating, I handed her the tumbler.  

"What’s this?"  

Anna looked bewildered, as if she hadn’t expected a gift from me.  

"Kahlua Milk. I made one for you too. Drink it on the way back."  

"I don’t drink stuff like this..."  

I forced the tumbler into her hand, cutting off her refusal.  

"It’s cold outside."  

I didn’t know what I was saying in front of a murderer.  

But I still had to say it.  

I couldn’t let a debt go unpaid.  

"Thanks for today. Even if your methods were extreme..."  

Anna’s eyebrow twitched.  

She quickly turned her head away, as if to hide her reaction.  

"I can’t stand people like you."  

She muttered as she walked away, clutching the tumbler I gave her.  

I shook my head as I watched her leave.  

What a twisted personality.  

"Are all rankers like that?"  

We were all broken in some way.  

I could only hope my drinks could heal their wounds, even a little.  
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Anna went farther away like that.

Fortunately, she didn't show up at the shop even once for more than a week.

It was good since there wouldn’t be another bloodbath in the inn.

However, the inn was still filled with rumors and questions about her.

The guests were all curious about when she might return or why she spared my life.

Whenever that happened, I just answered, “I don’t know. She’s a woman who does unpredictable things.”

As the mentions continued, I, too, became curious about her recent whereabouts.

Perhaps she had taken another request and was killing someone somewhere.

I just hoped that I wouldn't become her target someday.

I carried a bag full of beer and went home.

Since I had bought a lot of dark beer to make Black Velvet and had no more space to store it, I decided to take some.

Recently, I received my first paycheck.

Of course, with the boss absent, it was Ji-wook, the manager, who distributed it.

Having significantly contributed to keeping the shop alive, I received 2.2 million won, double the usual salary.

With that money, I was able to pay off the overdue maintenance fees all at once.

The problem was the overdue rent.

The rent... well, I’ll think about it later.

Thankfully, given the current circumstances, there were other tenants who couldn’t even pay their maintenance fees, and the landlord seemed grateful that I at least paid those in full.

Thanks to that, I could now enjoy the luxury of having hot water in the bathtub.

As soon as I arrived home, I threw off the suffocating clothes.

A habit I had since being a man, and it remained the same here.

Wearing just a tank top, I started running hot water in the bathtub.

The rising warm steam seemed to naturally release the tension in my body.

Once the water was filled to a certain level, I closed the bathroom door.

Then I lightly touched the water surface with my small, plump foot.

It was perfect.

For the first time since my possession, I immersed myself in hot water.

The ecstatic warmth traveled from my toes and spread throughout my entire body.

Enthralled by the sensation, I leaned back into the tub.

Gazing at my protruding knees, I fell into thought.

Should I continue living solely as an inn NPC?

I had been so busy that I hadn’t registered as a healer with the Hunter Association.

But perhaps that had been to my benefit, as it fostered an image of me being powerless, which ultimately helped me survive.

Now, I even felt it might be problematic if my abilities became known to the world.

Especially if Anna found out...

She merely thought I made Black Velvet by chance.

If she realized I deliberately created it by peeking into her memories...

I probably wouldn’t die a peaceful death.

Perhaps I might experience something even more excruciating than death.

The thought of her cold face alone made my legs tremble.

I lifted my hand submerged in the water.

Since we were on the topic of hunters, I decided to organize the effects of my abilities.

First, the ability to peek into someone’s memories.

Second, showing someone their happiest memories when I made physical contact.

And those abilities also applied to me.

I couldn’t believe I had such powers—not even an over-imaginative teenager would have these abilities.

I let out a laugh as I looked at my palm.

Does that mean I’m that desperate for something?

Even if it’s not obvious on the outside, everyone harbors latent desires.

Desires I wasn’t even aware of myself.

Perhaps it was the hazy warmth of the tub.

Taking the opportunity, I decided to use Angelic Hand.

A faint light shimmered at my fingertips.

I brought that light to my neck.

I knew it was a futile illusion.

But I wanted to see my noona’s face again after so long.

Even if it was an illusion.

If she could console me, maybe I’d find a bit more will to endure this harsh world.

With that thought, I let myself sink into the illusion of Angelic Hand.

Soon, my body relaxed, becoming limp and soft.

It felt as if I were intoxicated, my consciousness drifting far away.

“….”

What’s going on?

The Moment Bar that was supposed to appear in the illusion wasn’t there.

Instead, I still saw the bathroom ceiling.

What... did the skill not work properly?

Frowning, I raised myself up.

“---!”

Then I felt a sharp pain in one of my wrists.

Following the pain, I turned my gaze.

“What is this...?”

My right wrist was cuffed to the bathtub handle.

Feeling the cold metal against my skin, I came to my senses.

First, I decided to calmly examine my situation.

I was still wearing the white shirt I had on before taking off my tank top.

Below, I had my short house shorts, now soaked and damp from the water in the tub.

“I was supposed to see a happy illusion, so why is this happening...?”

My heart began to race wildly.

Did I misuse my abilities?

Or did someone break into the house and bind me while I was using the skill?

If so, who could it be...

I heard footsteps near the bathroom door.

Familiar sounds of heels.

I recognized those sounds.

No, I couldn’t forget them.

“No way…”

The door opened.

Familiar, pitch-black boots stepped onto the bathroom tiles.

Following their movement, I slowly raised my head.

Above the boots were black work pants.

Above that, toned abs and a white tank top, with black underwear faintly visible beneath.

I hadn’t seen her face yet, but I knew.

“Hello.”

It was Anna.

How did she know where I lived?

She leisurely approached me as I sat bound.

Then she perched lightly on the edge of the tub.

“Did you sleep well?”

“What is this... This is breaking and entering.”

“Do you think I care about that?”  

Anna spun the handcuff key around her finger.  

Then, as if by mistake, it slipped off her finger and fell toward the bathroom drain.  

The key dangled precariously at the edge of the drain, sparkling faintly.  

Get a grip.  

This is just an illusion.  

There's no way this could be real.  

“What is it that you want... It’s not like you’re here to kill me.”  

When I asked, Anna looked at me intently, like a fish in an aquarium.  

“That’s right, it would be too much of a waste to kill you just yet.”  

Her soft hand reached for the faucet.  

As her fingers caressed the faucet, the tub quickly filled with the sound of rushing water.  

“I told you. Before I kill you, I’ll make sure to strip you bare.”  

Who knew she’d go about it in such a brutish way.  

Soon, my back and feet began to soak in the cold water.  

“The fearless look you had... today, I’ll shatter it completely.”  

Anna leaned her face close to mine.  

Her braided hair tickled my chest.  

“You’re insane.”  

Anna smiled faintly, as if she had been waiting for those words.  

She grabbed my chin with her hand.  

“I wonder... even when you’re on the brink of death, will you still wear that defiant expression?”  

Was it because of the cold water, or her madness?  

My entire body trembled.  

I glared at her more intensely, trying to push her away.  

But Anna showed no signs of disgust or displeasure.  

Instead, she released my chin as if pushing me off a cliff.  

At that moment, I slowly sank into the water-filled tub.  

From my hair to my cheeks.  

From my cheeks to my lips.  

Finally, the water reached my nose.  

I gasped for air, struggling against the rising water.  

“Stop this... What could you possibly gain by killing me...!”  

Anna had an ecstatic expression.  

Like a fisherman gazing at their catch, the corners of her lips twitched.  

Anna reached out to grab her catch.  

And before bringing down the knife, she pushed my neck further into the tub as if fixing the gills in place.  

Though she pressed lightly, the pain was as if I were being stabbed with a knife.  

This crazy woman, she really intends to kill me...  

This isn’t like the fake psycho villains in movies.  

Only then did I finally discard my arrogance, thinking I had impressed her with my drink.  

Desperate to survive, I kicked at Anna and twisted my body.  

But the more I struggled, the more exhausted I became, like a fish on a line.  

My body soon became a mess.  

Bruises formed on my arms and legs from colliding with the tub, and my soaked shirt dragged me further underwater.  

In the torrent of cold water, I barely managed to stretch out my arm.  

My tightly sealed lips finally parted.  

“Save me.”  

I mouthed the words desperately.  

But Anna’s hand continued to push me deeper into the tub.  

Through the rippling water, I looked up at her face.  

Anna’s lips moved, forming the word “again.”  

“Save me...”  

“Say it again.”  

The whole world seemed to crumble.  

She no longer even looked human to me.  

“Please save me...”  

As I muttered unconsciously, she slowly lifted me out of the tub.  

Before I knew it, her lips were close to my ear, whispering softly.  

“More.”  

My hair clung to my face, dripping the water I had swallowed.  

Having given up everything, I managed to force out five words.  

“Please save me...”  

Only then did Anna smile benevolently.  

She gently cradled my face and stepped into the tub herself.  

Then, she slowly leaned back into the tub with me.  

Soon, the damp water began to soak her clothes.  

Frozen stiff, I clung to Anna.  

As my heated body rubbed against her chest, the warmth seemed to transfer to her.  

Thanks to that, her chest, which had felt so cold, now felt warm and soft.  

That warmth made my body incredibly sensitive.  

“The next time I come to kill you, make sure to have that same expression.”  

The killer whispered as if speaking to a child.  

The heart that had been thrashing wildly calmed down with those words.  

I hated acknowledging the unsettling calmness and pleasure I felt.  

Inwardly, I cursed Anna hundreds of times.  

Feeling such emotions toward a lunatic killer, not Ji-soo noona, was absurd.  

It was just fake emotions brought about by torture.  

I tightly shut my eyes.  

But Anna’s soft breathing continued to stimulate my ears.  

As if savoring my overly sensitive body, she pressed her nose against my shoulder and took a deep breath.  

All I could do was curl up even further in helplessness.  

But the more I did, the closer she came, even tasting my neck.  

While her nose on my shoulder was tolerable, the moment it touched my neck, a jolt ran through my body.  

Having been violated so thoroughly, I soon lost consciousness.  

I didn’t want to feel this paradoxical, chilling sensation anymore.  

I shut down my ability myself.  

Rising from the hot water, I sat up.  

Whether it was due to the long bath or some other reason, my whole body felt flushed.  

Without even drying off, I jumped onto the bed in my drenched state.  

I buried my face in the blanket.  

The freshly laundered blanket smelled like soap.  

Breathing in the scent, I made a resolution.  

I’ll never use this ability on myself again.  

To think that even my power would mock its own master—it was unforgivable.  

But despite that resolution, my mind was filled with the image of Anna’s face as she clung to me.  

Beautiful terror.  

Is there anything more bizarre and contradictory than those two words combined?  

Perhaps Angelic Hand doesn’t just show happy memories.  

It might even be a terrifying ability that predicts the distant future.  

If that’s the case...  

What will happen to me?  



  
    Chapter 14 Red Eye 2

    Red Eye 2  

The midday light poured in through the curtains.  

Dust floated in the air within that light.  

I slowly counted the specks of dust.  

Yesterday, because of the vision of Anna, I spent the night awake.  

I tried countless times to fall asleep somehow.  

But my overheated body merely mocked my efforts as futile.  

Lying in bed until noon without eating breakfast made me hungry.  

I rummaged through the fridge and pulled out a single tomato I got from the store.  

I wiped it roughly with my T-shirt and took a big bite.  

The tangy juice spread across my tongue.  

The tartness made my shoulders tremble instinctively.  

Humans truly feel alive only when they eat something.  

After roughly quelling my hunger, I plopped back onto the bed.  

Today was Monday, the inn's day off.  

I decided to think about what kind of side job to do during my break.  

Although I earned some income as an inn NPC, it wasn’t nearly enough to cover my overdue rent.  

I wanted to somehow make big money using the abilities I had.  

Abilities... Angelic Hand... Cocktails...  

“Cocktails?”  

Now that I think about it, most drinks I made had buffs.  

A Gin Tonic had a 10% stamina recovery effect, and a Kahlua Milk reduced status effect duration by 30%.  

If you drank three of them, wouldn’t that mean 90% would be recovered?  

There are hardly any potions with such buffs on the market.  

Most parties simply rely on healers’ buffs.  

If my potions hit the market, there’d be no need to force a healer into the party.  

There are still several monster raids on the outskirts of Seoul that haven’t been cleared.  

Among them, there must be plenty of low-budget parties without healers.  

If I go there and sell cocktails, I could make several times the profit compared to selling them at the inn.  

The only problem is...  

I don’t have any ingredients right now.  

I can’t take them from the store.  

Should I try contacting the supplier that provides alcohol to the inn?  

I slowly lay down at the edge of the bed.  

Then, looking at my phone, I sifted through my call records.  

“When the inn received alcohol before, I made a call once...”  

Found it.  

I immediately dialed that number.  

“This is Red Snake Company.”  

“Ah, hello. I’m the bartender from the Moment Inn...”  

“Oh, I remember. Just a few days ago, we supplied champagne to your staff.”  

“Yes, thank you so much for that. You even delivered it directly to the store...”  

“The Moment Inn is one of our regulars.”  

I cleared my throat briefly.  

What comes next is important.  

“Actually, I’m planning to start a personal business this time, so I was wondering if I could purchase alcohol separately.”  

I worked hard to correct my stuttering tone and explained diligently.  

The company staff kindly accommodated me, setting up an appointment step by step.  

However, he said the team leader was busy and could only spare time this afternoon.  

I nodded during the call, agreeing to the immediate availability.  

“But... there’s something you need to be cautious about.”  

His unexpected words contradicted the kindness he had shown so far.  

“What is it?”  

“Our team leader is in a very bad condition right now... so she might be a little sensitive during the meeting.”  

“...”  

I replied that I understood.  

The appointment was set for 2 PM, hurriedly made since he said there was no time after today...  

But be cautious because the team leader is sensitive?  

Something felt unsettling.  

Still, since the appointment was successfully arranged, that part went well.  

I stretched my stiff body and headed to the bathroom.  

But I didn’t even glance at the bathtub.  

The day I could use the bathtub again was still a distant future.  

I took a light shower and picked out some clothes.  

Since there wasn’t anything like a suit in the wardrobe, I wore a sweatshirt over a shirt.  

At least it had a collar, so it should be fine... right?  

I briskly opened the front door and stepped outside.  

The sky was clear without a single cloud.  

For some reason, I had a good feeling, just like the weather today.  

“...”  

But that hope was shattered, as if mocking me.  

“Where the heck is it...”  

No matter how much I looked, I couldn’t find a sign for Red Snake Company.  

It was definitely supposed to be around here according to the map.  

Wearing my crossbody bag, I wandered through the streets and finally hid my body in a shaded spot.  

They said the team leader was sensitive, and if I was late for the appointment, it’d be a disaster.  

But that wasn’t the only reason I was rushing.  

This was the territory of a private hunter organization, not an association-affiliated area.  

The organization’s name was ‘Ilshim.’  

Rumors said they were a frightening group that even dealt with loans, violence, and even prostitution.  

Why did their office have to be near that organization’s headquarters?  

Biting my finger, I circled around the shadowy area.  

“Hey, you.”  

After circling about three times, a hefty man called out to me.  

The weight of his voice pulled at me, making my whole body shrink.  

It reminded me of Si-woong, whom I’d met before.  

“Yes...?”  

The voice belonged to an organization member.  

Guarding the headquarters entrance, he pointed a finger at me with an irritated face.  

“Who are you, wandering around our area?”  

“Well...”  

“You’re not a reporter sent by the association, are you?”  

He stepped toward me with a thud.  

With each step he took, it felt like the ground was thumping.  

That steady sound made my heart pound as well.  

“You’re snooping around to spread weird rumors about our group again, aren’t you?”  

The member inspected me, checking if I had a camera.  

“I’m not a reporter. I’m just looking for a company that’s supposed to be around here...”  

“A company? The only company here is Ilshim Group.”  

He frowned.  

With the sunlight casting shadows on his face, he looked like a massive ape.  

“If you were going to make excuses, you should’ve prepared something more convincing. Hand over your camera.”  

He tried forcefully grabbing the crossbody bag I was wearing.  

Startled, I stepped back.  

“I’m serious! I only came here because I heard there’s a distribution company called Red Snake around here.”  

I firmly told him in a loud voice.  

At that, he halted as if something occurred to him.  

“Red Snake...?”  

He rubbed his sideburns and rolled his eyes briefly.  

“Oh, you mean Team Leader Han’s company.”  

The ape-like man turned his head toward the man guarding the entrance with him.  

“Jin-bae, what floor was Team Leader Han’s office on?”  

“Room 203, second floor of the main building, wasn’t it?”  

“Yeah, that’s right. I almost forgot we had a client visiting today.”  

As if recalling a forgotten memory, the wrinkles on his forehead smoothed out.  

“Sorry about that. We’ve just had too many spies lately... Please, come in.”  

With a drastically different, smiling face, the man apologized to me.  

Then, he gestured toward the grand headquarters building.  

“T-that way?”  

A stark, colossal building loomed before me.  

Beneath it, the Chinese characters for Ilshim were engraved in stone, glaring down at me.  

So... the supplier that provided alcohol to the inn turned out to be Ilshim, the largest organization in Korea?  

I stood there dumbfounded by the first impression of this shady company.  

Then, the organization member motioned for me to follow him.  

With no other choice, I trailed behind him, walking through the organization's hideout.  

Along the way, I spotted a few black Starexes and sedans here and there.  

If I tried to run away from here, those Starexes would surely chase me down like mad.  

And then, hunters wielding blades would pour out to catch me.  

This is seriously the worst mistake I’ve ever made...  

What if they pretend to help with my business and then steal all my organs?  

Or maybe they’ll trap me in an unfair contract and work me like a slave for the rest of my life...  

While I was lost in these thoughts, I realized I had already reached the steps of the headquarters building.  

Halfway up the stairs, I heard the sound of footsteps rushing down from above.  

Soon, a man wearing sunglasses appeared at the front of the group, meeting my eyes.  

A yellow snake tattoo on his neck stood out prominently.  

The snake seemed to be baring its fangs, as if about to bite its owner’s neck.  

I feel like I’ve seen that somewhere before...  

“Who’s the kid?”  

“A guest for the team leader.”  

“Which team leader?”  

He stood tall, hands in his pockets, tilting his head back to look down at me.  

Feeling uneasy under his gaze, I shrank behind the ape-like man.  

“Team Leader Han Su-rin.”  

“Really? Since when did she have such a cute guest?”  

He chuckled, peering at me through the gap in his sunglasses.  

His eerie yellow eyes scanned my body, like he was checking the quality of prey.  

“She’s not a friend, just a business guest.”  

“Business, huh? Business is good—no need to dirty your hands, after all.”  

Humming as if singing, he brushed past us.  

“Hey, kid, watch your back. That woman’s ‘silver tongue’ is no joke.”  

With that ominous warning, the yellow-eyed man walked toward a black sedan.  

The encounter left me feeling chilled.  

But thanks to him, I learned one fact.  

The team leader was a woman.  

Still, dealing with a woman seemed better than a sharp-eyed man like him.  

With that thought, I continued climbing the stairs.  

Finally, I found the sign I had been searching for: “Red Snake Company.”  

“She’s inside. Go ahead.”  

“Oh, thank you...”  

I bowed politely in gratitude.  

The ape-like man scratched his head awkwardly before kindly closing the door behind me.  

“---.”  

The office was eerily quiet.  

Most of the lights were off, giving it the atmosphere of an empty faculty room.  

Only one sound broke the silence.  

The click of a lighter.  

It came from behind a leather chair, spaced at regular intervals.  

The chair was turned toward the window.  

Curious about the person sitting in the chair, I tiptoed to peek.  

But my height wasn’t enough to see who it was.  

“Excuse me...”  

There was no response from the person in the chair.  

Feeling awkward, I looked around the office as I slowly approached.  

The interior of the team leader’s office was peculiar.  

Black suits were neatly arranged and hung on the walls in sets.  

It felt like stepping into the secret lair of a spy.  

The eerie image made me shiver as I finally reached the table in front of the chair.  

“The bartender from the Moment, huh?”  

The sudden question made my shoulders jolt.  

It was the first time the person behind the chair had spoken.  

The tension made me freeze, unable to answer.  

Soon, the leather chair swiveled to face me.  

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”  

Straight, dark-brown hair brushed to the side.  

At first glance, she looked like a pretty college student.  

But I quickly realized she perfectly fit this organization.  

Her eyes were a flawless crimson, something almost never seen in Korea.  

It was the first time I’d seen such eyes since the ranker 09.  

A chill ran through me, as if cold air brushed past my side.  

“Do you... know me?”  

I clutched the crossbody bag on my shoulder tightly.  

Swallowing nervously, I barely managed to speak.  

“Did you forget me already? That’s disappointing.”  

She rested her chin on the table, staring at me intently.  

Much like when I first met Se-hee, I had no idea who this woman was.  

“The Gin Tonic you made back then—it wasn’t bad, you know.”  

Gin Tonic?  

If it was someone I’d made a Gin Tonic for after I possessed this body, there was only one person.  

“No way, the Executor?”  

My brows furrowed instinctively.  

Seeing that I guessed correctly, she squinted her eyes and grinned.  

Han Su-rin  

Age: 25  

Occupation: S-rank Hunter, ranked 85th in the country  

Ability: Molting  

Details: Troubleshooter for Ilshim Corporation  

Only then did I remember the chilling smile I had seen from the Executor in the past.  

“But back then, you were definitely a man.”  

“A man? Oh, right. I sent a dummy to your inn that day.”  

“A dummy?”  

“I can control the skins I shed as if they were clones. The one you saw must’ve been my second dummy.”  

She pointed with her lighter to the second suit hanging on the wall.  

So these suits were meant for the clones created from her molted skins?  

Realizing the truth made it even creepier.  

A human who molts like a snake—it’s unheard of.  

What kind of desperate wish did she make when the monsters awakened to gain such an ability?  

The unfamiliarity quickly turned into fear.  

I started taking small steps backward.  

Noticing this, the Executor rose from her chair.  

Her sensual figure, clad in black slacks and a white shirt, came into view.  

“I did say I was feeling a bit sensitive today.”  

The red-eyed killer slowly approached me.  

The closer she got, the colder the air around us seemed to become.  

“Even so, if you’ve come all the way here, you must have a pretty compelling proposal, right?”  

The Executor leaned in with her hands behind her back.  

Her crimson eyes bore into me as if hypnotizing me.  

“Well...”  

“If it’s nothing special, you’d better be prepared.”  

She whispered, gripping my shoulders.  

Why are the people I meet always like this...  



  
    Chapter 15 Red Eye 3

    Red Eye 3

I slowly explained my plan to the Executor.

However, her expression remained unimpressed as she listened.

“So, you’re saying you’ll make cocktails and sell them like potions?”

I nodded silently.

“...”

The Executor stared at me with an expression that seemed to say, "Is this so-called plan all you've got?"

“My cocktails come with various buffs. Potions are tasteless, and you have to drink a lot of them. With mine, just a little is enough.”

Only then did the Executor seem interested, placing her hand on her chin.

She seemed to recognize the merit of replacing a potion that required nearly a liter to replenish stamina with just one drink.

At the end of her consideration, it turned into a calculation.

The Executor habitually flicked her lighter, pondering whether this small girl’s proposal would truly turn a profit.

“Can you produce them in large quantities?”

“Well...”

That was actually my fatal flaw.

My cocktails only gain buffs when they receive the effects of Angelic Hand, so naturally, they can’t be mass-produced in a factory.

Does that mean I’d have to make hundreds of cocktails a day myself?

Using the skill already left me exhausted; if I overused it like that, I’d probably end up dead like my past self.

Seeing my troubled expression, the Executor smirked knowingly.

I worried whether she might lock me up here and squeeze potions out of me until I died.

“At most, a few dozen bottles, right?”

“Yeah...”

The Executor let out a deep sigh, feeling she had wasted her time.

For her, I quickly prepared my next pitch.

“So, here's the thing. Since I can’t mass-produce them anyway, I’m going to use a different strategy.”

“A different strategy?”

“I’ll take the cocktails I make myself and sell them at famous raid camps. Selling them on-site would fetch a higher price, don’t you think?”

People tend to become desperate when faced with immediate crises.

If they see a decent buff drink when they desperately need a single heal, they’ll lose their minds and buy it all.

I gave her a thumbs-up, asking her to trust me.

This was a truth I’d realized while serving on the frontlines in the military, so I was sure of it.

“All you’ve come up with is a wandering merchant idea?”

The Executor looked at me with a gaze full of disbelief.

“It’s more like a golden carriage than a wandering merchant.”

“A golden carriage?”

“It’s something soldiers always wait for.”

The Executor tilted her head.

She seemed curious about how I knew military terms.

“Oh, that’s... I have an older brother. When he was on leave, he told me about it endlessly.”

“I see.”

When I brought up family, the Executor’s eyes narrowed slightly.

“Is he still alive?”

At her question, I hesitated to answer for a moment.

The person I called my older brother was actually myself before possession.

“No. He passed away when the gate opened.”

“...”

The Executor’s red eyes stared at the floor, creating an air of sorrow.

I never imagined that someone as perpetually sharp as her would show such a reaction.

“My father also passed away at that time.”

The Executor turned her gaze toward the desk.

On the plain surface, there was a solitary frame holding a family photo.

In the photo, the young girl stood happily beside her father.

As beautiful as the Executor was, her father was equally handsome.

Just sitting in the office with such a face felt like watching a movie.

He gave off the aura of a dashing middle-aged actor.

“He was handsome.”

“He was.”

Talking about her father softened the Executor’s expression slightly.

Thanks to that, I realized she was a warm person, at least toward her family.

Even if she had killed countless hunters without batting an eye.

Holding the frame, she bit her lip.

From her reaction, I instinctively sensed that something bad had happened between the two of them.

“I... committed a sin I can never repay to my father, even in death.”

The Executor muttered, staring blankly at the frame.

The brief silence turned the tense atmosphere of the office melancholic.

The owner of the office soon shifted her gaze back to me.

Her red pupils held a grudge, blaming the guest who had reminded her of sad memories.

“Let’s stop talking about personal matters.”

She closed the frame as if to erase the side of herself she had just shown me.

Then, leaning forward, she asked again.

“So, all this trouble was just to get a few bottles of alcohol out of me?”

Her sharp fangs seemed ready to sink into my neck at any moment.

I raised both hands, desperately offering her a suggestion.

“Why don’t you try my cocktail first and then decide?”

“I already got a sense of your level with Gin Tonic.”

Her tone was resolute.

But I didn’t back down either.

“Don’t worry. This time, I won’t disappoint you.”

“How do you plan to prove it?”

The Executor extended her palm.

I gently interlocked my fingers with hers.

“Like this.”

As our hands intertwined, a soft glow emanated from my fingertips.

The light transferred to the Executor.

「Angelic Hand」

The Executor’s red pupils began to lose focus.

When I first met her, all I saw were the memories of a dummy.

Created solely for slaughter, it was natural that only cruel memories existed.

But the person before me now was the true Executor.

This time, I would properly glimpse into her memories.

You can look forward to it.

This time, I’ll perfectly match your taste.

—

Han Su-rin/Executor’s Flashback

I wanted to become a model.

Captivated by the confident and beautiful models I saw on TV as a child, I imitated their poses tirelessly.

That passion grew clearer when I entered elementary school, and I finally shared it with my parents.

My mother opposed the idea, calling it an unrealistic dream.

But my father was different.

He allowed me to pursue modeling despite my mother’s objections.

He confidently told her,

“Let’s trust her just this once. Her eyes are serious.”

Thanks to his belief, I was able to become a top model ten years later.


 

The day I signed an exclusive contract as a model for the famous brand Red Snake.

I went to the department store with my father to celebrate my dazzling debut.

That day, I planned to give my father a gift for the first time since he had never bought himself a single piece of clothing while supporting me.

The gift was to be a suit from the most expensive brand in the department store.

However, my father insisted that buying something from the brand his daughter modeled for would be more helpful and chose a Red Snake tie.

Being as stubborn as he was, I had no choice but to buy that tie for him as a gift.

After finishing shopping, we headed to the first basement floor for a meal...

‘How did it come to this?’

The first basement floor had been filled with the sound of people’s laughter.

But now, it was overflowing with screams, cries, and the sound of people shoving each other to survive.

Frozen by the deafening noise, I could only watch the crowd pushing toward the exit.

As they squeezed past one another, bodies piled up on the floor, trampled to death.

The crowd surged toward the exit, stacking like stairs as the height increased.

Yet I couldn’t simply despise them for it.

That was the only escape route on the first basement floor.

When the last remaining exit is in sight, almost no one will calmly line up to escape.

Nevertheless, I couldn’t throw myself into that crowd.

Because my body was completely pinned beneath a fallen pillar of fire.

As the building collapsed, fires and explosions broke out everywhere.

Burning mannequins covered in debris fell on top of me.

They clung to me like living creatures, sticking to various parts of my body.

In the end, my entire body was on fire, and all I could do was lie there.

The acrid smell of oil and the shimmering heat made it hard to stay conscious.

I could only stare at my father in the distance.

He had stepped out briefly for a smoke and now pushed through the escaping crowd to reach out to me.

“Just go…”

I mumbled words he couldn’t possibly hear.

I truly wished for him to leave this hellish department store without me.

It wasn’t the wish of a daughter hoping her father would survive.

It was simply because I didn’t want to live anymore.

My body had melted in the searing flames, my face grotesquely disfigured.

Rather than survive in this horrifying state, I’d rather die.

That way, at least the news would feature my beautiful days, not my ruined face.

“Top model Han Su-rin dies in department store fire.”

If nothing else, getting attention even in death could be considered an honorable death.

The reason I was so obsessed with my appearance was simple.

For ten long years.

I had worked tirelessly to become a model.

I never rested when I wasn’t supposed to and slapped myself if I spaced out.

If I let my guard down and failed to maintain a pretty expression, I might mess up on the runway.

When people saw me, I had to be a perfect doll.

But now, achieving that was impossible with this appearance.

It was all so meaningless.

The body I had honed through a lifetime of hardship vanished in an instant.

The grief of losing a child must feel similar.

A daughter, whom they had supported and invested in for their whole life, had suddenly died.

As such thoughts ran through my mind, someone called out to me.

I knew well who it was.

“Su-rin…!”

In the distance, my father shouted.

He pushed through the crowd and began running toward me.

But the hand of salvation that had appeared at last only filled me with fear.

Don’t come.

Don’t come here.

Even if you save me, what’s left is just this hideous body.

I don’t want to live in this state.

A collapsing ceiling tile struck my father’s shoulder.

But clutching his shoulder, he staggered and kept coming toward me.

Hot gas spouted from the floor.

He coughed but didn’t stop walking.

Eventually, my father reached a distance where ten more steps would bring him to me.

But the figure he saw was no longer recognizable as his daughter.

“Dad’s here…”

It was strange.

Facing the father I had so desperately wanted to push away made my chest ache.

“Why did you come… What’s the point of surviving like this…”

“Don’t say that. You’ve worked so hard all your life. How could you die like this and leave it all behind?”

He kept pulling on my arm, the skin of which had peeled away, exposing raw muscle.

But my body didn’t budge.

Pulling any harder seemed like it would tear my arm off.

In the end, my father switched to removing the debris with his hands.

As he cleared it, his hands became covered in broken nails and red wounds.

While hurriedly removing fragments, his little finger bent backward.

“I’m not leaving with any regrets... So please, Dad, escape on your own.”

My father didn’t respond.

I couldn’t understand why he was so stubborn about this.

As I thought about it, my father strangely said something similar to me.

“Who do you take after to be so stubborn? If you survive, you’re really going to get scolded…”

Groaning, he began lifting the massive piece of rubble that pinned me down.

It was hard to believe someone as thin as him could exert such superhuman strength.

As veins popped out on his forehead, the rock pressing on me finally began to rise.

I could move little by little.

I thought all feeling had burned away in the flames.

But when my father’s hand touched me, I felt a warm sensation.

That warmth passed to me, reviving my strength.

Thanks to it, I decided to stop being stubborn just this once.

At last, I stood up and looked closely at the father supporting me.

“Do you remember why I allowed you to become a model?”

“No. It’s been ten years.”

My father smiled faintly as he looked at me.

And he told me.

“It’s because your eyes were so serious. Your appearance is great, but I let you because I saw your inner self.”

At first, his words didn’t stir any emotion in me.

But as I walked toward the exit, I felt my eyes grow hot.

If I survived, I would apologize to my father.

For saying I wanted to die in front of him.

But I could never tell him those words.

“---!”

As if to punish me for my stubbornness, the ceiling began to collapse completely.

Fragments rained down like a shower, and amidst them appeared something massive.

It wasn’t a car, a train, or a plane.

It was the giant foot of a creature with tough leather and claws.

When that foot stomped the ground, ceiling debris rained down on us.

At that moment, my father shoved me aside with great force.

“Dad…?”

The father who had been right next to me moments ago disappeared beneath the rubble in an instant.

  
    Chapter 16 Red Eye 4

    Red Eye 4

“Dad...!!”

I shouted while looking down at the scattered debris.

But no response came from below.

I hurriedly grabbed the fallen stones.

But at that moment, the sound of flesh cooking started coming from my hand.

The extreme pain made me instinctively pull my hand away.

Did my dad endure this kind of pain to pull me out?

“Is anyone there...? Please, someone help. My dad is here…”

I cried out, desperately seeking help from those around me.

But I soon realized that my actions were meaningless.

Everyone had already escaped through the exit.

Only the giant monster’s feet remained, destroying the entire department store.

“Dad, please say something... Tell me you’re alive!”

I began digging through the rubble alone.

My blackened, scorched fingers tore open, spilling crimson blood.

But no matter how much I dug, I couldn’t find any trace of my father.

Between the shards of debris, only deep darkness loomed, swallowing the droplets of my falling blood.

“What should I do…”

When I had given up hope amid the wreckage, I felt detached enough to reflect on my life.

But the survival instinct my father awakened in me only threw me into a deeper panic.

Was it then?

The moment when the blue system window appeared.

「Han Su-rin.」

When the world was dyed in ash, a blue window appeared in the void and asked me.

「What is your wish?」

My wish...?

Is it really asking me what I wish for in this situation?

「The strength to lift massive rocks.」

The system window seemed to present the acceptance button, as if it could grant my wish right away.

If I could have such power, I’d obviously take it.

I didn’t care whether this window was real or not.

Right now, saving my dad came first.

I reached out toward the ‘accept’ button without hesitation.

But my stubborn hand froze right before touching the window.

Because the system offered me another choice.

I stared blankly at the words typed in front of me.

「Eternal beauty that never fades.」

Would this restore my disfigured face?

Not just restore it—make it eternal...?

The moment I read the sentence, my firm resolve became clouded with countless thoughts.

If I gained a new body...

I should hurry and escape this building.

I could simply walk out of the now empty, wide-open exit.

But...

I stared blankly at the shattered rock fragments.

Once again, I leaned my face into the dark crevice.

And I asked.

To my father, whose life or death was uncertain.

“Dad...”

“Are you alive?”

The more I spoke, the quieter my voice became.

“So, you’re dead, right?”

I asked one last time.

But the darkness remained silent.

Yeah.

I’ve done enough.

He was crushed under this massive debris, and he hadn’t even answered.

He’s gone.

He’s definitely gone.

I looked at the system window.

My heart started pounding like crazy.

I alternated between looking at the words “strength” and “beauty” over and over again.

Meanwhile, the department store was filled with the grotesque cries of the monster.

The sound was so loud that the shattering of glass could be heard all around.

The ominous bursts urged me to make a decision.

The department store, trembling like a sandcastle, no longer gave me time.

“...”

In the end, I made a choice.

“Is it done...?”

The moment I pressed the button, the system window vanished.

Afterward, I examined my body.

To see if something like ‘beauty’ had begun to appear.

But there was no change in me.

My face was still completely melted, unrecognizable as male or female.

My limbs were burnt black, resembling charred chopsticks.

The anticlimactic result made me let out a hollow laugh.

Was the system window just a hallucination brought on by impending death?

“I’m sorry, Dad...”

At the end of the laugh was guilt.

It felt as if the system window had tested my selfishness.

If I had chosen the first option, perhaps I could have gained strength, like a storybook hero.

Like Samson, who gained superhuman strength before his death.

But nothing happened to me, who sold out my father to blind desire.

A fitting end for a villain.

A villain...

I collapsed beside the remnants of my father.

And I leaned my weary shoulders against the debris.

Fine.

If I’m already a villain, I’ll be stubborn one last time.

“When we meet in heaven, you can scold me then.”

The daughter saved at the cost of her father’s life and ultimately gave up on her own.

Her stubbornness and desire for her dreams were immense.

Perhaps even greater than the monster in front of her.

“---.”

How long had my eyes been closed?

I heard someone’s voice.

A man’s voice, one I had never heard before.

I twisted my body and barely managed to lift my head.

“Is there any survivor-!!”

A firefighter with a headlight looked in my direction, and I quickly hid myself.

Not like this.

I can’t be rescued in this state.

I have to hide somehow...

“...”

While crouching, I felt something strange on my thigh.

On the completely burned muscle, a patch of fair skin appeared.

I thought I must have been mistaken and carefully examined my body again.

It wasn’t just my thigh.

Eyelids formed over my protruding eyes, and I could close and open them again. 

The fingers that had been dripping with blood were somehow healed and smooth.

Is my body really being repaired?

My whole body itched.

It was itchy and trembling uncontrollably at the same time.

I looked at a shard of glass stuck among the debris.

Fresh skin grew on the face I thought I’d never see again.

At that moment, I realized the system’s words weren’t a lie.

That realization ignited the fading flame of my life.

Soon, I stood up from the debris on my own.

And I waved frantically at the rescue worker.

They quickly found me and helped me up.

In truth, my body was already fully healed, so I didn’t need the help, but I leaned on them anyway.

Even now, I don’t know why.

I just wanted to pretend to be in pain a little longer.

As I made my way to the exit, I kept looking back at the debris where my father had been.

But the rubble that buried him was eerily quiet.

As if nothing had happened.

“...”

Time passed, and I was sent to a survivor camp.

It was to confirm whether the missing family members from the department store were alive.

“Kim 00, deceased. Kim 00, currently alive and being transported to Boramae Hospital.”

The rescue worker recited the names of people trapped in the department store in alphabetical order.

At each word, people laughed and cried.

My father’s surname, “Han,” was placed toward the end of the list.

I listened to everyone else’s names, waiting for his turn.

That time felt like torture.

With each name I heard, my entire body trembled uncontrollably.

I thought the trembling was because of my newly restored body.

But soon, I realized it wasn’t due to the regenerating flesh.

Why am I so anxious...?

I didn’t do anything wrong.

My father definitely passed away back then.

I didn’t see it, but there was no way he survived being crushed under such massive debris.

And if he is alive, isn’t that even better?

If he lives and my body is restored, isn’t it the perfect outcome?

I’m not wrong...

Anyone... Anyone would’ve done the same.

“Han 00, deceased. A joint funeral bus is available at the back of the camp.”

My father’s surname was getting closer.

My heart pounded wildly.

My whole body itched.

I began scratching at the newly grown flesh.

It was so unbearably itchy that I couldn’t stand it.

The people sitting next to me glanced at me with fearful faces.

They began moving their chairs further away from me.

“Han Su-ho, currently alive and being transported to Korea University Hospital. Is there a guardian present?”

It was my father.

He was alive.

I sprang to my feet, almost convulsively.

At that, everyone in the camp turned to look at me.

They all seemed to smile with relief, as if congratulating me.

But their gazes only felt terrifying, as if they were exposing my guilt.

“Are you Han Su-rin?”

“Yes...”

As my name was called, people began whispering.

Those who recognized me as a former model were amazed at my beauty, even in this situation.

Even in a place where people’s lives were being discussed.

Every time I heard those words buzzing in my ears, my eyes twitched faintly.

“A shuttle bus to the hospital is available. It will depart in ten minutes, so please board.”

The entire journey to the bus felt surreal.

The fact that my father was alive was undoubtedly a joyous thing.

But guilt surged within me for not trying harder to save him.

Like oil and water churning inside me, it made me nauseous.

I arrived at the hospital, carrying that torment with me.

I have to apologize to my father.

I must beg for his forgiveness.

That was all I could think about, even as I rode the elevator to his room.

But I... I couldn’t say those words in the end.

Because the place the doctor guided me to was the intensive care unit.

My father’s once handsome face was completely wrapped in bandages.

Through the gaps in the bandages, dark red blood seeped through.

“Dad...”

“He’s unconscious and won’t be able to hear you.”

“He’s going to be okay, right? When the bandages come off, he’ll be back to normal...”

The attending doctor shook his head.

“It’s unlikely he’ll survive through today.”

“What...?”

“We contacted his guardian to give you a chance for a final farewell.”

The doctor let out a short sigh and left the room to give us some privacy.

As he exited, he left me with one sentence.

And that one sentence shattered the last thread of sanity I was barely holding onto.

“If he had been rescued just a little earlier, he might have survived... It’s unfortunate.”

“A little... earlier?”

If I had chosen strength instead of beauty at that time.

If I had used that strength to clear the debris right away.

Are they saying my father could’ve lived?

I collapsed onto the floor of the intensive care unit.

In the quiet room, filled only with the sound of medical monitors, I stared blankly at my father.

“Dad...”

I grasped his cold arm.

And I knelt down.

“I’m sorry...”

“Back then... I don’t know what happened to me.”

“I was so scared. I couldn’t bear to live with that horrific appearance.”

Even as I confessed, the arm wrapped in bandages gave no response.

It was as cold and unyielding as a statue.

The price I paid for shedding my skin.

Was my father.


  
    Chapter 17 Red Eye 5

    Red Eye 5

The joint funeral was over.

The father who had been by my side until yesterday was now said to be inside this small urn.

I stared blankly at the square, cold ceramic urn held in both hands.

Without the three letters of his name written on the urn, no one would know that this was my father.

Sparse contact came from acquaintances and relatives.

Because most of those “acquaintances and relatives” either perished in the sudden monster incident or were busy with their own family funerals.

At times like this, we know it's better not to contact each other.

I walked home absentmindedly, holding the urn in both hands.

On the way, people barely paid attention to me.

No, they couldn't.

They were fleeing somewhere to avoid monsters or urgently making calls to find someone.

No one cared about the pitiful state I was in.

Even though I was a top model.

I arrived in front of my apartment.

The front door, which should have been familiar, felt strangely unfamiliar.

I stood blankly for a long time, unable to recall the passcode.

Then, noticing hand cream marks on the doorknob, I guessed the first number, and the door finally opened.

The house I hadn’t been to for a few days was deathly quiet.

As if no one had ever lived there.

I placed the urn on the stool beneath the TV.

Then I sat on the sofa and stared blankly at the father resting inside.

“...”

After divorcing my mother, he raised me alone.

He had never cooked before, but he learned by watching YouTube.

Every morning, he prepared my meals.

Now, that father was gone.

Only the villain who chose this shell of flesh over him remained.

I raised my gaze to the black TV screen.

On the screen, the villain was staring straight at me.

It was then that I realized.

That my eyes had turned red.

I couldn't believe it and staggered toward the TV.

Grabbing the screen, I took a closer look at my reflected face.

Red, unpleasant eyes that anyone would recognize as those of a villain.

It felt as if the system had branded me with the mark of a demon.

At that thought, my face trembled.

My entire body itched like crazy again.

Even though my skin was smooth, it reeked as if it hadn’t been washed for months.

I began scratching my body with my finely grown nails.

I scratched and tore at it until it ripped apart.

But even when I tore and ripped my skin, glossy flesh immediately grew back over it.

Only my skin fragments piled up on the wooden floor.

Exhausted from incessantly scratching, I collapsed on the floor and curled up like a fetus in the womb.

It was a habit I had when I was young and struggling to prepare for modeling.

Back then, just like now, I was miserably hungry, in pain, and worn out.

Each time, my father would approach me quietly and stroke my head.

“When it’s hard, always talk to me.”

Even when I was struggling, I never expressed that pain to my father.

But strangely, he always knew when I was having a hard time.

And he would say with a gentle smile.

“No matter what happens, I’m always on your side. So don’t suffer alone, just tell me.”

Even if you’re a thief.

Even if you’re a murderer.

“Even if I killed you...?”

I asked softly.

But, just like at the department store, there was no answer.

On the balcony, the red sun dripped molten lava as it set.

The light of the sunset brushed against my face, allowing me to open my eyes again.

My stomach growled.

It was only natural, as I hadn’t eaten anything since the accident.

I wanted to ignore the sound and fall asleep as I was.

But my stomach, unaware of my thoughts, went beyond hunger and began to sting.

“Even my stomach’s hungry now.”

The more my flesh regenerated, the worse the hunger became.

It made sense, considering I had spent all day tearing myself apart.

I stood up wearily and headed to the refrigerator.

The last time I checked, it was completely empty.

But even knowing that, I habitually grabbed the handle.

As expected, the top shelf was empty.

The second shelf held a half-eaten protein bar that I’d grown sick of.

“There’s no way there’s anything to eat.”

And then, as I opened the third shelf.

I froze in place.

“This is...”

A lunchbox.

One with a very familiar design.

There shouldn’t have been anything at home...

Had my father made it while I was out for work?

My hand, holding the lunchbox, trembled.

Swallowing dryly, I opened the lid.

Inside was...

Sugar-cured tomatoes.

It was a food I had loved since I was young.

After becoming a model, I couldn’t sprinkle sugar on them anymore, so I rarely ate them...

But even after I became an adult, my father occasionally made them for me.

Each time, I would tell him.

“I told you not to sprinkle sugar!”

When I grumbled like that, he always said.

“Why—wasn’t this your favorite?”

“I’m not a kid anymore. I don’t eat stuff like this.”

“To me, my daughter is still just a little girl.”

He would chuckle as he said that.

Maybe he was right—maybe I was still a little girl.

That’s why I didn’t know what was more important than appearance.

With bloodstained hands, I picked up a tomato.

Then I slowly shoved it into my mouth.

The tangy tomato enveloped my parched tongue.

It was refreshing and sweet.

The long-absent food brought a stinging ache to my jaw.

But I paid no mind and, with trembling hands, continued eating the tomatoes.

Hot tears streamed down my cheeks.

Even on the day before he died, my father was thinking only of me.

I clung to the refrigerator and collapsed, sobbing.

I couldn’t stay standing because my legs had given out.

With my body covered in blood, I devoured the expired tomatoes like a madwoman.

That was the happiest final memory of my life.

Eating the last meal my father had left in this world...

「Angelic Hand, terminated.」

End of flashback

The warm noon sunlight poured over my face.

The radiance blinded me, making me squint my eyes.

Grasping my heavy head, I barely managed to lift myself up.

My body was sprawled out on the office sofa.

“What the... Did I fall asleep?”

I threw off the blanket covering me and quickly scanned my surroundings.

The girl who had been sitting across from me earlier was nowhere to be seen.

“Figures, she must’ve run off.”

A bitter laugh escaped me.

After all, I had scared her so much—there’s no way she’d stay.

“Are you awake?”

A voice I shouldn’t have heard came from the direction of my office desk.

With a growing sense of dread, I lifted my head.

It was the little brat from Moment.

She was standing at my desk, making something.

I stared blankly at the girl bartending under a strong halo of light.

Daring to use my desk without permission—she deserved a beating for that.

But for some reason, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

I didn’t know if it was because of the noon sunlight or the red drink in her hand.

“You must’ve been tired.”

“Huh...?”

“You fell asleep while I stepped out to the restroom.”

She placed a glass on the desk as she spoke.

Her words made me grimace.

Did I really fall asleep in that short amount of time?

I tried to make sense of the incomprehensible situation.

But soon I let go of those thoughts.

Watching Si-ho prepare something distracted me entirely.

“I’ll start now.”

A cold glass, frosted with white mist.

She poured beer straight from a freshly opened bottle into it.

Creamy foam overflowed, spilling over the edge.

She then filled the foamy glass to the brim with red tomato juice.

The glass gradually turned a bright crimson hue.

Next, she added two small aspirin tablets.

Then, a single egg yolk with a golden-orange hue.

Finally, she sprinkled in two spoons of sugar.



Rating: ★★★★

Effect: Restores 50% of the drinker’s stamina.

Details: A special cocktail made using tomatoes and beer. It boasts a savory and refreshing taste.

Typically, pepper or salt is used, but Si-ho opted for sugar.

Thanks to Angelic Hand’s effect, it received an additional ★.

“Drink it. It’s for you.”

Under the fresh sunlight, the girl handed me the glass.

The cocktail was as vividly red as my eyes.

“Ha, I never thought I’d see a drink with tomatoes in it.”

What a coincidence.

Eating my father’s tomatoes in a dream and receiving a tomato cocktail in reality.

I’d heard this kid in front of me was powerless.

And yet, of all the cocktails, she chose this one?

I grabbed the glass.

I stared intently at the crimson cocktail.

“...”

Doubts welled up in my mind.

But I quickly dismissed those negative thoughts.

Because the girl smiled at me.

Her smile stirred something inside me, as if I were seeing my own pure childhood self.

Young and beautiful.

Though, of course, not as much as I am now...

“You used my office without permission, so if it tastes bad, you’d better be ready.”

I took a slow sip from the glass.

Tomato pulp slid into my mouth.

Usually, drinking juice right after waking up leaves your throat feeling heavy.

But...

After the tangy, smooth juice came the crispness of the beer.

Its refreshing quality completely washed away the heaviness of the juice.

And finally, the sweetness of the sugar.

It perfectly compensated for the tomato’s lack of sweetness.

“How is it?”

She approached me, asking softly.

Si-ho reached out and tucked my disheveled hair behind my ear.

“Are you going to eat my hair too?”

At that moment, she reminded me of my father.

The day he made me breakfast for the first time.

He asked how it tasted as he brushed back my messy hair.

“...”

My lower eyelid trembled.

Was it the cocktail on an empty stomach? My chest felt unbearably hot.

That heat rose up my throat, moistening my eyes.

“I don’t know what you did wrong to your father.”

Si-ho spoke softly to me.

“But...”

“If a father saw his surviving daughter struggling because of him, he’d be heartbroken.”

I stared blankly at her.

Then she scratched the side of her head awkwardly.

“Was that meddlesome? Sorry.”

The girl smiled shyly and sat back down on the sofa across from me.

I watched her for a moment, gathering my thoughts.

And I slowly voiced those “gathered thoughts.”

“You see, I...”

“Since joining the organization, I’ve tasted all the so-called good drinks out there.”

The short-haired girl perked up her ears.

Looking down at the nearly empty Red Eye, I continued.

“Usually, good liquor is best appreciated neat in a glass.”

“That’s why I always thought cocktails were cheap drinks. They’re often made to mask the taste of bad alcohol.”

Hearing that, Si-ho’s face fell.

She was an easy girl to read, as all her emotions showed plainly on her face.

“But...”

I decided to stop teasing her and said my honest feelings for the first time.

“I’ve never tasted anything this good before.”

Saying that, I set the glass down on the table.

Slowly, Si-ho’s face brightened.

“So... Does that mean I passed?”

She asked, clasping her hands together.

“Yeah, let’s make a deal. If there’s a drink you want, just tell me. I’ll get anything for you.”

I extended my hand to her.

A handshake of trust.

Si-ho grabbed my arm with both hands, shaking it excitedly.

“Thank you! I’ll definitely repay you if I succeed.”

“No need for repayment... Just make me this sometimes when I visit Moment.”

Looking at her up close made my face feel warm for some reason.

I never thought such a warm person could exist in this bleak world.

I had grown ruthless because of how desolate the world had become.

But seeing the girl in front of me made me feel like I’d returned to my younger days.

Normally, I wouldn’t engage in any deal that might lead to a loss.

But this girl disrupted my calculations.

So just this once, I decided to invest in this short-haired girl in front of me.



  
    Chapter 18 Mojito

    Mojito  

I was just trying to survive and return safely.  

Who would have thought the main supplier of alcohol was Korea’s largest organization, and the team leader was even the Executor?  

It was fortunate that Angelic Hand had leveled up.  

If it had been at level 1 like when I used it on Anna, I would have been strangled on the spot for pulling such nonsense.  

I rubbed my chilled neck and descended the stairs.  

On my way down, the image of the Executor holding a cocktail came to mind.  

It wasn’t the face of a killer or an organization member but that of a girl longing for her father.  

Of course, she was older than a girl, but her expression was pure and sorrowful.  

Even I, who had been tense, was made calm and serious by her aura.  

Thanks to that, I was able to perfectly embody Red Eye.  

Would I have chosen power instead of a new face back then?  

I couldn’t say for sure.  

All I could do was comfort her for regretting her choice.  

That comfort was sincere.  

Still, I was relieved things ended well.  

In these times, when even luxury items like alcohol were hard to come by, having such a reliable supplier was a blessing.  

As I calculated this and stepped outside the building, I felt a gaze on me.  

Startled, I quickly looked outside.  

“Welcome.”  

Four organization members were lined up in front of the headquarters.  

They bowed politely as soon as they saw me.  

Among them was ‘Sang-moon,’ the man who had guided me to the Executor.  

Wha... what’s going on?  

Could it really be the ending where I get sent to the factory and squeezed dry?  

Gripping my crossbody bag with both hands, I slowly passed by them.  

But their greetings were no misunderstanding.  

The members turned their bodies toward me, staring intently.  

“Do you have more to say...?”  

“The team leader instructed us to escort you home.”  

“Home?”  

“Yes, she said you’re a ‘precious’ guest, so we must see you home comfortably.”  

Sang-moon grinned.  

I couldn’t tell if that smile was one of kindness or the smile of a loan shark finding a debtor.  

Am I really a precious guest...?  

Such doubts arose, but I had no choice.  

Rejecting them felt like inviting trouble, so I reluctantly boarded the black Starex.  

My shoulders instinctively hunched as the massive men sat on either side of me.  

“We’re really going to my house, right?”  

I asked them carefully.  

“Of course. We’ll ensure your comfort.”  

Sang-moon replied, glancing at the rearview mirror.  

The car started moving.  

The men, each holding swords or clubs, kept glancing down at me.  

The sight made Sang-moon, sitting in the passenger seat, scold them.  

“Hey, don’t stare like that. You’re scaring our guest.”  

As if his words were law, the members responded loudly, “Yes, hyung-nim!”  

Hearing that right next to me made my ears ring.  

“Apologies. These guys grew up rough... They get shy around girls their age.”  

Girls their age?  

So, these rugged-looking men sitting beside me are in their early twenties?  

Their faces...  

Their heads were shaved, and their foreheads were deeply wrinkled, like cracked ground during a drought.  

No matter how you looked at them, they seemed like seasoned veteran hunters in their thirties.  

“They’ve only ever worked out... They don’t know how to groom themselves.”  

Sang-moon chuckled as if trying to lighten the mood.  

Worked out with just their faces?  

“It’s an honor to escort you, Si-ho. I’m Jun-seo.”  

“I’m Seo-yoon.”  

The boyish voices coming from their faces, which seemed at least in the late thirties, were jarring.  

Even their names were as pretty as today’s youths.  

“It’s an honor to be escorted by such reliable people.”  

The young members blushed when they made eye contact with me.  

I forced a smile at them.  

Yeah, it’s a world where you never know when you’ll die.  

It’s possible to end up looking like that.  

“To be honest, I was surprised.”  

“Surprised?”  

“It’s rare for someone to meet the team leader one-on-one and even make a contract. Especially when she’s so sensitive, like today...”  

Come to think of it, I was warned to be careful today.  

No wonder she seemed lost in thought at the office.  

“Did something happen with the Executor?”  

“Oh, that’s...”  

Sang-moon hesitated briefly before answering.  

He took a short breath and looked at me.  

“Today is her father’s death anniversary.”  

His response left me speechless.  

So that’s why she was sensitive...  

Suddenly, I felt guilty for glimpsing her sorrowful memories.  

But if I hadn’t seen that, I might’ve ended up in a drum barrel, so I hoped she would understand.  

“Thank you. It’s been a long time since I saw the team leader smile like that.”  

He placed his hands on his thighs and bowed his head.  

The other members followed suit like shadows, lowering their heads.  

“Thank you!”  

I waved my hands dismissively.  

Everything they did felt exaggerated.  

But one thing was certain.  

They genuinely cared for the woman they served.  

They truly wanted her to do well.  

Just like the comrades in my past life, who patiently waited for me to grow.  

Thanks to that, I realized the Executor wasn’t merely a simple killer who enjoyed slaughter.  

Quite unlike ‘someone else.’  

“Uh... Could you let me off here?”  

Before I knew it, familiar scenery appeared outside the window.  

“No, we’ll see you to your doorstep. There’s something we need to deliver too.”  

Something to deliver...?  

The black SUV pulled into the parking lot of my studio apartment.  

The car, parked right in front of the apartment entrance, blocked the way for other residents trying to leave.  

Trapped in the parking lot, people started honking their horns.  

The loud honking made me nervous as well.  

Because the more the horns blared, the scarier the organization members’ faces became.  

“Damn it—are you insane?”  

A middle-aged man’s voice sounded from outside the car.  

It was the guy living below me.  

He was the nuisance who always smoked on his balcony, filling my place with the smell.  

‘Sir...’  

The man knocked aggressively on the tinted window.  

Sang-moon, seemingly amused, chuckled and rolled down the window.  

‘Run away...’  

“Are you out of your mind? Where are you parking your car in broad daylight...?”  

The man was angrier than anyone else in the world.  

But his expression froze completely as soon as he saw Sang-moon’s face.  

“What... did you say?”  

Sang-moon chuckled as if prompting him to repeat and gestured to the subordinates seated next to me.  

“Guys, I can’t hear this gentleman well. Why don’t you get out and listen to him closely?”  

“Yes, Chief.”  

The Starex door swung open.  

From the narrow door, two massive men climbed out with heavy footsteps like bears.  

“Well, uh...”  

“Mister, it’s not like we’re living here. We’re just dropping off something and leaving. Why are you in such a rush...?”  

One of the shaved-headed subordinates casually placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.  

He appeared to be in his early twenties.  

“Right? I might’ve been a little hasty. Take your time.”  

The man’s face, which had been flushed red, instantly softened.  

Seeing him control his complexion so freely, I wondered if his ability was related to blood.  

After soothing the man, the Executor’s subordinates opened the trunk.  

They began pulling out large cardboard boxes one by one.  

“We’ll carry them into your place.”  

“Thank you, but what exactly are those?”  

“Cocktail ingredients. Triple sec, Cointreau, Campari, and more. The team leader sent them to you.”  

What, already?  

I was impressed by the Executor’s swift actions.  

The subordinates carried the boxes up the stairs and placed them in front of my door.  

Then, as if worried about inconveniencing me, they quickly prepared to leave.  

“Have a good afternoon...”  

“Wait a moment.”  

I stopped the men who were about to leave.  

Despite sweating profusely in the early spring weather, they turned their heads back at my call.  

“Since you’re already here, let me make you a drink. Have one before you go.”  

“No, no need to trouble yourself on our account...”  

“It’s fine. Come in.”  

Now that I had the ingredients, I planned to head to the raid camp by evening.  

To do so, I needed to start making cocktail potions right away.  

Why not test them on these guys first?  

When four men entered my small house, the living room suddenly felt cramped.  

They knelt reverently, watching me prepare cocktails in the kitchen.  

Their murmurs as they glanced around my home were loud enough to reach my ears, and their comments were uncomfortable to hear.  

They remarked on how the place smelled nice or how it was their first time in a woman’s apartment.  

I shook my head and sighed.  

Let’s be understanding. If I visited Ji-soo noona’s house, I’d probably react the same way.  

Drying my hands with a dishcloth, I began bartending.  

There’s a cocktail perfect for people exhausted from sweating.  

I grabbed some glasses from the cupboard.  

I added two spoons of white sugar into the glass.  

Next, I placed three fresh mint leaves on top.  

Then I poured 30 ml of tangy lime juice.  

I lightly pressed the mixture with a muddler to release the mint's fragrance.  

Topping it off with chilled soda water.  

Finally, I added cold ice cubes.  

  

Rating: ★★★☆  
Effect: Restores 30% of the drinker’s stamina.  

Details: A classic mojito made with mint and rum. Sweet, aromatic, and refreshing.  

The mint was stimulated to maximize its aroma. Bonus ★ granted due to Angelic Hand’s effect.  

“Here you go.”  

I handed the mojitos to the subordinates who had kindly delivered the ingredients to my home.  

They stared at my face even as they took the drinks.  

“Is there something on my face?”  

“No... It’s just that you’re cool...”  

The subordinate’s eyes sparkled as he looked at me.  

I smiled and thanked him.  

Their gazes truly seemed to belong to young men in their early twenties.  

Their eyes shone with admiration, like those of boys filled with awe.  

With those bright eyes, the men eagerly drank the mojitos.  

“How does it taste?”  

“It’s really refreshing.”  

“Just drinking it makes me feel energized.”  

The subordinates voiced their admiration loudly, laughing.  

Sang-moon, annoyed by the noise, scolded them to quiet down.  

After a brief cough, he calmly gave his assessment.  

“It’s definitely something the team leader would be satisfied with...”  

Even the usually serious Sang-moon nodded in approval.  

Most of the subordinates finished their mojitos without leaving a drop.  

Then, as if they were in a hurry, they immediately started preparing to leave after drinking the cocktails.  

I handed them cocktail potions I had pre-made in glass bottles.  

  

Rating: ★★☆  
Effect: Restores 20% of the drinker’s stamina.  

Details: A mojito potion made with mint and rum. Sweet and refreshing.  

Due to being crafted as a potion, the grade and effects are reduced. Bonus ★ granted due to Angelic Hand’s effect.  

“Take these with you when you leave.”  

The men, who had been slipping on their shoes haphazardly, looked startled.  

They waved their hands, saying it was already generous to drink such a rare cocktail and that they couldn’t possibly accept more.  

But I forcibly placed the drinks in their hands and retreated back inside the house.  

Holding the door shut with both hands, I peeked out through the gap and spoke softly.  

“This is a gift for helping me today.”  

When I said that, the men’s faces turned red.  

They made brief eye contact with me before hurriedly turning their heads and bolting down the stairs.  

The members of Ilshim certainly seemed busy.  

I wondered what had them in such a rush.  

I went back inside.  

Even though the men had only stayed for a short while, it felt like the room now smelled faintly of cigarettes.  

Did my place smell like this when I lived alone...?  

After cleaning up the spilled drink, I got ready to make more potions.  

“Wait a second...”  

Now that I think about it, I never told the subordinates my home address.  

How on earth did they know where I live...?  


  
    Chapter 19 White Russian 1

    White Russian 1  

“Shall we head out now?”  

I carefully stacked potions into the bulky backpack.  

It was a merchant's backpack I bought for a hefty price at the night market.  

  

Grade: ★★☆  
Effect: Reduces the weight of its contents by 30%.  

Though it was only a 30% reduction for now due to my limited means, once I succeeded, hunters would seek me out on their own.  

To achieve that, it was best to roll up my sleeves and take action myself for now.  

I pulled my hat down firmly and put on a black mask.  

My destination was Sindorim D-Cube City.  

Technically, it wasn’t a city anymore but a place that once was.  

It used to have a bustling department store and plenty of people, but now, it was a hideous ruin.  

This was because a 3rd-grade monster species, Gigas, had emerged in its underground.  

Most residents had left, and now it had become a lair for Night Stalkers (wolves).  

Since they usually roamed at night, raids typically took place during that time.  

I put on my earphones.  

The noise would alert me when monsters passed nearby.  

Using that, I planned to find the safest route to locate the hunters.  

The sun had fully set.  

The ruined city was painted solely in black and blue.  

As if it knew I was coming, a full moon shone brightly in the night sky.  

I walked lightly over the rubble, watching the dust glint in the moonlight.  

「The temperature has dropped to 0 degrees.」  

Every exhale seemed to release white breath.  

At that moment, I realized my target was near.  

The temperature always dropped when approaching the wolves' vicinity.  

A temperature this low meant I was maintaining just the right distance.  

If confronted directly, the temperature would plummet to minus 10 degrees, so caution was necessary.  

I carefully hid behind the rubble and peeked out.  

“---!”  

A sharp screeching sound echoed in an open clearing.  

The source of the noise was three hunters.  

Each wielded their weapon as they valiantly fought against a pack of wolves.  

“Mister, now’s the time!”  

A man wielding a greatsword shouted.  

At his signal, a bald middle-aged man raised his shield high.  

“Here I go!”  

With all his might, he slammed the shield into the ground.  

A powerful shockwave rippled outward from the impact.  

Startled by the sound, the wolves glared with yellow eyes and charged at the man.  

As if he had been waiting for this, the man flipped his shield like a turtle shell.  

Then he lay flat on the ground.  

The wolves struck the shield repeatedly with sharp claws.  

But the shield must have been expensive, as not a single scratch appeared.  

“Mister, hang in there a little longer!”  

A girl in a cape climbed a broken pillar.  

Although I couldn’t see her face, her voice revealed that she was a young girl.  

Flames flickered at her fingertips.  

Against Night Stalkers, it would surely be an effective strike.  

But...  

The fireball fell onto the group of wolves.  

The wolves emitted a simultaneous blue light.  

The light converged and transformed into a massive barrier.  

It completely absorbed the falling fireball.  

Bringing pack-living wolves together naturally enhanced their magical cohesion...  

In the end, their magic resistance had only increased.  

“---!”  

The girl, shocked by the ineffectiveness of her attack, pulled back her hood.  

The youthful face of a red-haired girl was revealed.  

The wolves, now agitated, stomped on the shield with even greater intensity.  

The once-sturdy shell began to buckle.  

“Mister—!!”  

She called out to her comrade trapped under the shield.  

But the monsters didn’t stop.  

“...”  

I watched the scene in silence.  

In the end, that tanker would die.  

Because of a poorly thought-out plan that only considered the match-up between the wolves and the girl.  

It was a typical rookie party’s mistake.  

A rookie party...  

Memories flooded my mind.  

They were fond memories.  

Perhaps because of those memories, my hand unconsciously reached for my backpack.  

I unzipped it and pulled out a glass bottle.  

Since it was my first customer in a while... I decided to lend a hand just this once.  

  

Grade: ★☆  
Effect: Reduces the drinker’s HP by 50%.  

Increases all physical damage dealt by 2x.  

* When ignited and thrown, it creates a sea of fire in the area.  

I lit the cloth with a lighter.  

Then I hurled it at the wolves with all my strength.  

“---!”  

The sound of shattering glass pierced through the silent ruins.  

The wolves yelped and scattered.  

But it was too soon to be relieved.  

Being 8th-grade monsters, they wouldn’t be defeated by a mere firebomb.  

It was merely to disrupt them.  

The rest was up to those inexperienced hunters.  

The wolves tried to regroup by sniffing each other out and securing an escape route.  

But the smell of oil and surrounding flames left them bewildered.  

Thanks to that, the party members could begin their hunt on the confused wolves.  

The young man, a swordsman, sliced a wolf in two with his longsword.  

The girl with fire abilities manipulated the flames from the cocktail, sending waves of fire over the monsters.  

Meanwhile, the shield man remained curled up on the ground, silent as a mouse.  

“They’re decent fighters...”  

They might just barely qualify as B or C rank.  

If they gained some achievements from this raid, they could certainly rank up.  

Of course, the girl was leveraging the flames I had created.  

But still, it showed she knew how to utilize her surroundings.  

That in itself was a talent.  

When I was a healer, I never had such hunting instincts.  

As I analyzed their battle, I pondered which cocktails to sell later.  

By the time I finished my calculations, the city had grown quiet.  

The tanker man finally peeked out from under his shield.  

After confirming the fallen wolves, he cautiously stood up.  

“What took so long? I almost died!”  

He scolded the red-haired girl.  

She apologized, bowing her head deeply.  

“Come on, we caught them. We didn’t know either, right? That wolves get stronger when grouped together.”  

The swordsman tried to smooth things over with a flippant tone.  

But the middle-aged man’s face remained red with anger.  

“That’s why I said not to use unproven rookies. There’s a reason they dropped out of the academy!”  

As he vented, the girl’s face grew sullen.  

She looked on the verge of tears.  

Watching her expression from afar, I felt a twinge in my nose.  

She reminded me so much of someone I once knew.  

Perhaps because of that, I rose slowly from the rubble.  

Then I carefully approached them.  

“Ha-ha... Congratulations on the successful raid.”  

As I approached with a smile, the hunters startled and readied themselves.  

Judging by my masked face and hat, they seemed to consider me a threat.  

“Who are you?”  

The young swordsman asked coldly.  

I removed my hat and lowered my mask to show I meant no harm.  

“Just a wandering merchant. I thought you might need help, so I stopped by.”  

“A peddler?”  

The older man scowled.  

A peddler... That stung a little.  

“I’m not just a peddler... more like a potion master.”  

“You’re not a hunter-killer, are you? They ambush hunters after raids when they’re exhausted.”  

The man glared suspiciously.  

It seemed approaching them wouldn’t be easy.  

It was clear I needed to act rather than talk.  

I turned my bag around and unzipped it.  

“You there, swordsman.”  

I pointed to his left arm.  

“You were bitten on your left arm by a wolf earlier, weren’t you?”  

The swordsman’s blade wavered slightly as if startled by my question.  

He nodded his head hesitantly.  

“Has the wound been itching and stinging since earlier?”  

“Uh… yeah. How did you know?”  

The swordsman asked, dumbfounded, as I accurately pinpointed his symptoms.  

“Wolf teeth contain a neurotoxin. If you don’t treat it immediately, you might end up with permanent tremors.”  

I pulled out a prepared potion.  

Bubbles rose to the surface, and fresh mint leaves floated in the liquid.  

  

Grade: ★★☆  
Effect: Removes symptoms of poisoning.  

Details: Replaced rum with soda and added mint leaves and herbs for a disinfecting effect.  

I confidently handed the potion to the swordsman.  

His hands began to tremble as he took the bottle.  

“T-Tremors?”  

I advised him seriously.  

It was reliable information.  

In the past, Ji-soo noona often hurt her arm while hunting Night Stalkers.  

She used to fuss, saying that tremors would set in if she didn’t treat it quickly.  

I still remember her adorable fussing clearly.  

I’d tell her to stop making a big deal and would grind herbs and mint to apply to her wounds.  

The pleasant memory made me smile unconsciously.  

But my smile quickly faded when the older man, glaring disapprovingly, interrupted.  

“Hey, kid. What kind of nonsense are you spouting here? How can a drink like that cure an abnormal condition?”  

His scolding made me shrink slightly.  

It was as harsh as Hyun-soo hyung’s tone.  

Though his bluntness was intimidating, it oddly felt familiar and comforting.  

Thanks to that, I quickly recomposed myself and approached him.  

“Come on, just trust me and drink it once.”  

I looked up at him quietly, squinting my eyes with a smile.  

“W-What’s with you?”  

The bald man seemed flustered as I approached instead of backing off, avoiding my gaze.  

I slyly revealed a second potion to him.  

  

Grade: ★★★☆ (Epic)  
Effect: Restores 25% of the drinker’s health.  
Increases movement speed by 25% for 5 minutes.  

Details: Added more whiskey and an extra sugar cube. A sweet and refreshing "adult" flavor.  

“Uncle.”  

I politely handed him the glass bottle with both hands.  

I leaned closer to his ear and whispered conspiratorially.  

“I gave you a higher-grade one, especially for you.”  

The man coughed, covering his mouth.  

The term “uncle” seemed unfamiliar, as his face turned bright red.  

“Ahem, you seem to know who’s in charge here.”  

The middle-aged man accepted the cocktail potion with a self-satisfied expression.  

He seemed to relax, taking a sip from the bottle without hesitation.  

“...”  

“How is it?”  

I tilted my head and asked.  

The man’s face scrunched up as if displeased.  

“This is...”  

Everyone eagerly waited for his reaction.  

I swallowed nervously, clasping my hands together.  

“It’s delicious! It tastes like some kind of herbal tonic!”  

He laughed heartily, his face softening.  

Phew...  

Thankfully, the grimace must’ve been a good sign.  

“You all should try it too. I feel lighter already.”  

He lifted his shield high and attached it firmly to his back, then began bounding around energetically.  

It seemed this was his first time receiving a movement speed buff.  

Considering how expensive it would be to hire a supporting buffer, he likely hadn’t experienced it before.  

Seeing the previously grumpy man bouncing around like a child, the swordsman began drinking his potion as well.  

He drank half the bottle in one go, wearing an ecstatic expression like he’d just discovered a miracle.  

“The itching is gone... How is this even possible?”  

The young man swung his arm vigorously.  

I crossed my arms proudly, watching the enchanted customers enjoy the potions.  

If their reactions always turned out this way, I’d pay off my overdue rent in no time.  

“---.”  

As I pondered, someone tugged at my jacket sleeve.  

I turned to see who it was.  

“Um... Miss, do you have any potions I could buy too?”  

The girl shyly asked, pulling her hood down further.  

Her timid appearance made me smile.  

“Is it because I was useless, and you think I’m not worth giving one to...?”  

She muttered despondently.  

Her words froze me in place.  

Useless.  

Not worth it.  

Words someone often used to describe themselves.  

And I knew exactly who that person was.  

“How old are you?”  

“I... I’m seventeen.”  

Perhaps because it had been a while since I met someone at eye level, I felt a sense of kinship.  

“What’s your name?”  

“Se-ah. Lim Se-ah.”  

If Hyun-soo hyung were here, he’d be scolding her like the older man did.  

But Ji-soo noona wouldn’t.  

If noona were here...  

What would she have said to this girl?  

I gently removed Se-ah’s hood.  

Then I patted her flattened hair.  

“You don’t need something like this. You can still grow stronger on your own.”  

That was the best I could manage.  

Not as well as noona, but I hoped my words would comfort her.  

“Really...?”  

Se-ah’s black eyes widened.  

Her clear, moist gaze searched mine for assurance.  

“Yeah. So don’t lose heart. Even rankers make mistakes sometimes.”  

I said, recalling the Executor who had been cut down by Anna.  

Though it was likely just a dummy, and he let his guard down.  

“There’s no point regretting mistakes that already happened.”  

“Just focus on not repeating them again.”  

“Your teammates probably hope for the same.”  

I wiped away a smudge of black ash from her cheek with my finger.  

Se-ah’s face turned redder by the second.  

The red-haired girl covered her mouth with her hand and lowered her head.  

She whispered softly.  

“Thank you...”  

Her shy gratitude warmed my heart.  

Though I hadn’t been paid yet, her tearful smile felt like a reward already.  

I decided to give her a little gift.  

I discreetly handed her two glass bottles.  

“What’s this...?”  

“My secret weapon.”  

  

“If someone truly awful bothers you, just use this.”  

I handed her the bottles carefully, as if they were actual bombs.  

Come to think of it, they were pretty close to being bombs.  

Se-ah clutched the glass bottles tightly as if holding precious jewels.  

I clenched my fist resolutely while looking at her.  

She smiled brightly and mirrored my gesture, clenching her fist in return.  

The last thing I said wasn’t inspired by noona.  

It came from me, someone who had always been weak and timid.  



  
    Chapter 20 White Russian 2

    White Russian 2

“Price is 100,000 won in total.”

I smiled brightly and clasped my hands together.

The swordsman youth looked troubled by the price he just heard.

I called out a price considering the cost of hiring a healer.

Was it still too expensive for a beginner party?

Just as I started to feel a bit guilty, the older man approached me quickly.

He handed me the cash instead of the swordsman.

“Hey, for a potion of this quality, 100,000 won is cheap.”

The man began a speech about potion prices he'd heard during his time at the association, emphasizing how cost-effective my cocktail was.

As he went on, his colleagues started to look increasingly drained, like students listening to a boring principal's lecture.

Eventually, the swordsman agreed and asked when I would be back to sell potions again.

I told them it’s usually on Mondays when the shop is closed.

The older man seemed disappointed that he could only buy my cocktails once a week.

Especially Se-ah, who bit her lip and held onto my sleeve.

She said she had something for me and pulled something out of her pocket.

“This is...”

What she held out was a pair of wolf ears.



Grade: ★★★☆ (Epic)

Effect: When placed on both sides of the head and focused, sounds up to 1km away can be heard.

Info: Be cautious, as there’s a rumor that prolonged use can merge them with your head.

“This is all I can give you…”

Se-ah placed her hand over her mouth and spoke softly.

I waved my hands, saying I couldn’t possibly accept such a valuable item.

Night Stalker’s Ears are an extremely rare drop, even among wolves.

Their market price in Korean won is around 200,000 to 400,000.

“You’re a merchant, unnie. You’ll find it more useful to have this when traveling than I would.”

The girl smiled shyly.

Looking at her innocent smile, I somehow found myself holding the wolf ears.

Indeed, having these would make walking alone at night much safer.

I’d be able to hear my surroundings clearly without needing to wear earphones.

“Try putting them on your head. You need to check if they work.”

Se-ah suggested, curious about the item’s performance.

“Really? Then I’ll try them just once...”

Se-ah clasped her hands and nodded.

Unable to resist her response, I held one ear in each hand.

“Do I just do it like this?”

I placed the wolf ears on both sides of my head like a headband and looked at Se-ah.

She covered her mouth with her hand and gave me a thumbs-up.

I felt as though my hearing had become sharper.

I closed my eyes and slowly focused on the surrounding sounds.

“---.”

I heard something.

Where is it?

It’s coming from the park.

Someone was speaking quietly in the dense forest.

“Did you catch it?”

“No, it got away.”

“I’m too ashamed to face the chairman...”

The rest of the conversation was hard to hear.

But one thing was clear—the source of the voices was the park.

That place has always been known for frequent monster appearances.

It’s gloomy and dark, and most B-rank hunters wouldn’t dare enter.

Despite that, the fact that people were there could only mean one thing.

High-rank hunters were probably raiding the monsters swarming the park.

I couldn’t miss this opportunity.

They’d be my second customers.

I removed the ears from my head and blinked a few times.

There was a brief moment of lightheadedness, but the item’s performance was undeniable.

I couldn’t just accept such a great item for the price of two Molotov cocktails.

I tried to return the ears to Se-ah.

But she quickly turned her body away, refusing to take them.

Instead, she mumbled softly, almost like a murmur.

“In exchange… can I get your number?”

“Huh? My number? Why…?”

“It’s nothing, just… I want to buy more Molotovs later.”

She gestured at the Molotov she was holding and stammered.

Well, my custom Molotovs do have exceptional performance.

Feeling proud, I wrote down my number for her.

“Come visit our shop next time. I’ll make you a delicious cocktail.”

Se-ah cherished the number and nodded like a child.

Having finished my business, I put my heavy backpack on again.

It felt noticeably lighter than before.

But it wasn’t enough yet.

I still had plenty of potions left, and I needed to sell them all to make the trip worthwhile.

To do that, I had to find the source of the voices I heard from the park.

“Well, I’ll be going now. See you next week.”

With the wolf ears on my head, I bowed politely.

I needed to track down the source of the sound again.

The older man waved with a satisfied expression, and the swordsman youth waved with gratitude.

As for Se-ah... I wasn’t sure.

Her expression had been a bit strange since earlier.

It wasn’t obvious from her appearance, but could she have internal injuries?

Her face was dazed and slightly flushed.

I thought about offering her a potion for internal injuries, but by the time I spoke up, they were already far away.

I watched their silhouettes grow smaller in the distance.

Despite their bickering, I was sure they’d become reliable companions for each other someday.

No doubt about it.

This was my confidence as a former hunter.

“...”

Their shadows disappeared beyond the horizon.

But I waited until I could no longer hear the hunters’ voices at all.

Afterward, I hurried toward the park.

If I delay any further, I might miss my second customers.

The cries of monsters had vanished from the surroundings as if on cue.

Moving a little faster should still be safe.  

I smell it.  

The scent of blood pricks the tip of my nose.  

The smell stretches along the fir tree path.  

I lowered my head to the ground and instinctively followed the scent.  

But before long, the trail of blood abruptly ended in the middle of the path.  

No matter how much I searched around, there were no hunters or slain monsters in sight.  

"Strange... it should be around here."  

Could they have cleaned up and left already?  

Frustrated, I removed the wolf ears from my head.  

Feeling slightly annoyed, I decided to crouch down and examine the ground.  

Usually, in deserted areas like this, traces of people are left behind.  

Looking closely at the scattered fir leaves, I sometimes found awkwardly crushed spots where someone had stepped.  

There should be something here too...  

Found it.  

Faint footprints led into the bushes.  

Following those traces, I quietly entered the forest.  

Pushing through the branches that clung to my body, a clearing gradually appeared before me.  

There stood a single electric tower, lonely and solitary.  

Bathed in moonlight, the tower exuded a mysterious aura.  

But there were no hunters who had finished a raid there either.  

"Empty..."  

Clicking my tongue, I shook my head.  

This was a technique I had learned during my time in the military’s reconnaissance unit, but perhaps I misjudged.  

Scratching my neck, I slumped down in front of the electric tower.  

Having forced my way through the underbrush, I was feeling a bit tired.  

I placed my backpack on my lap.  

Opening the zipper, I rummaged through it to find something to drink.  

What should I pick?  

Hunger was setting in—Kahlua milk, perhaps? Or maybe a refreshing gin fizz...  

I was in the middle of making a small decision when my hand holding a potion froze.  

The faint smell of blood was becoming stronger.  

There’s definitely no one else around but me.  

Yet, the sudden surge of the bloody scent, with no prior sign of movement, could only mean one thing.  

Something bleeding had begun to stir because of me.  

Sweat trickled down my spine.  

I slowly pulled out not Kahlua milk or gin fizz, but a Molotov cocktail.  

And then, cautiously, I surveyed my surroundings.  

“What is this? There’s clearly no one...”  

Suddenly, I stopped speaking.  

Something had touched my back.  

I instinctively knew what that soft sensation was.  

The damp touch against my back was someone’s chest.  

And that sensation began creeping from my shoulders to my neck.  

Just like that time in the vision.  

Was it because of that memory? My heart pounded so hard I couldn’t hear anything around me.  

Before long, a blade appeared in front of my neck.  

The knife was soaked with an unknown purple poison and blood.  

“...”  

Breathing heavily, I raised my hands.  

Soft hair tickled my cheek.  

I knew that hair.  

That intoxicating yet lethal sensation—I could never forget it.  

“How... did you get here?”  

Fearing I might never swallow again, I gulped down hard.  

Then, I spoke calmly.  

“Don’t misunderstand. I came looking for a customer.”  

“A customer? At this hour?”  

My eyes were drawn to the pale hand holding the dagger.  

It was stained with blood, as if she had just finished slaughtering something.  

“I need a side job, don’t I? My overdue rent is already four months behind...”  

As I made my pathetic excuse, there was no response from behind me for a moment.  

Instead, the terrifying blade that had been aimed at me slowly withdrew.  

Thanks to that, I managed to clutch my trembling neck with both hands.  

And I slowly turned my head back.  

“...”  

It was Anna.  

Anna Danilova.  

Her body was pale white, but she always wore black.  

Today, however, she wasn’t dressed in black but soaked in red.  

Considering her habit of killing people without hesitation, it wasn’t surprising.  

But I soon realized.  

The blood soaking her wasn’t someone else’s.  

Anna stared at me with cloudy eyes.  

And then, she collapsed helplessly toward me.  

I fell backward with her on top of me.  

“What... what’s going on?”  

I laid her down gently on the ground.  

Her breathing was labored.  

Her lips were parched, and her body seemed drained of all strength.  

Was the knife she pointed at me her last desperate effort?  

Feeling as if I was facing a mine, I cautiously backed away.  

Touching her now might trigger her to reflexively cut me down.  

But Anna didn’t even look at me.  

She merely closed her eyes.  

And the frantic rise and fall of her chest came to a complete stop, as if she had stopped breathing.  

Is she dead...?  

Given the amount of blood on her, it wouldn’t be surprising if she died immediately.  

But knowing she was a superhuman-ranked hunter, it was hard to believe.  

One thing was certain, though.  

This was my only chance to escape.  

Not to mention the strange vision I saw a few days ago.  

If I got involved with this woman, something terrible would surely happen to me.  

Right.  

I should just leave.  

After all, she’s a villain.  

A villain among villains who kills people like they’re insects.  

I adjusted my backpack and stood up.  

I even pulled down my hat and put on a mask to leave.  

But as I hooked the mask around my ears, a thought crossed my mind.  

What happens if Anna doesn’t die?  

Having abandoned her, she’d surely come back to question me.  

At worst, she might kill me, just like Si-woong and the students.  

Shivering, I turned back to look at her.  

The sight of Anna with her eyes closed wasn’t that of the madwoman I’d seen before.  

She looked merely pitiful and forlorn.  

It reminded me of Ji-soo noona, who had lain in ruins.  

She, too, had been riddled with wounds like Anna.  

That memory weighed heavily on me, rooting me to the spot.  

“Ah, damn it... Why is this happening?”  

I rubbed my face with both hands.  

I just wished this stupid body of mine would get a grip.  
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The hands covering my face gradually moved upward.

Before long, I was fiercely scratching my head.

I wondered if it was a side effect of the wolf ears.

But soon, I realized it was because leaving Anna behind bothered me.

It was true that she was a psychopathic killer.

But running away, leaving someone dying in front of me, was unthinkable.

Ji-soo noona probably wouldn't have acted that way either.

Just like her death replayed in my mind, Anna's image would haunt me forever.

And if I left her alone and she somehow survived…?

She would undoubtedly kill me first for abandoning her.

You can't leave a killer with any chance to kill you.

That thought consumed my mind.

In the end, I opened my backpack.

I quickly started searching for a cocktail potion that would help with blood loss.

What I eventually found was…



Grade: ★★☆

Effect: Eliminates bleeding symptoms. (If no bleeding is present, increase strength by 10.)

Drawback: Reduces agility and judgment by 10 due to intoxication.

Info: A cocktail made with vodka and Kahlua.

It has a high alcohol content and is not recommended for patients.

When I opened the potion lid, a strong alcohol smell pierced my nose.

The black color made it look like poison, filling me with unease.

Feeding alcohol to a patient like this would surely make me seem insane.

But being considered insane now was far better than living as a bystander forever.

I sat close to her.

Gently, I laid her head on my thigh.

Anna's soft hair brushed against my skin.

The sensation bothered me, but I prioritized saving her.

I slowly brought the potion to her dry lips.

As the alcohol scent reached her, Anna's eyebrows twitched.

"Take a sip."

I said quietly to her.

But the silver-haired woman only trembled, saying nothing.

I decided to feed her the potion myself when I realized her shivering wasn’t from the cold but from convulsions.

The problem, however, was her tightly shut mouth.

Anna seemed adamant about refusing my help.

Even in this state, she was clinging to her pride.

It felt like she was scorning me, calling me a hypocrite even as she faced death.

Annoyed, I pressed my finger against her lips.

As my finger slipped between her soft lips, I felt a moist sensation.

Soon, I touched her teeth, and I started prying them open.

Is this what it feels like to medicate a wild animal?

For a moment, I feared she might bite my finger with her sharp teeth.

But what could I do?

Even trainers pry open an animal’s teeth to give them medicine.

I finally managed to open her mouth.

Saliva stretched between her teeth, wetting my fingers.

I slowly poured the potion down Anna's throat.

Some dribbled down her lips, but I eventually made her drink the whole bottle.

"…"

Soon, Anna’s breathing became audible.

As I felt the faint pulse against my thigh, I realized she was coming back to life.

But this wasn’t enough.

All I had done was stop the bleeding; her life was still in danger.

I reached into my backpack again.

I pulled out every cocktail potion I had.

Two bottles of Kahlua Milk, and two bottles of Gin Tonic.

All were potions that boosted stamina and energy.

I fed her everything except the Black Russian, which had the highest alcohol content.

Occasionally, I overdid it, making her cough.

But I didn’t stop feeding her.

Eventually, Anna began to recover and slowly regained her ability to speak.

I was finally able to ask if she was okay.

“Are you conscious?”

“Sto...”

“What?”

“Stop. Feeding me…”

Anna opened her half-lidded eyes.

Liquor dripped from her face.

The alcohol had soaked her white shirt.

For a moment, I stared at the intoxicated and disheveled Anna in a daze.

“What are you staring at?”

Her raspy voice broke the silence.

Her pale eyes stared straight into me, and I jolted upright.

“What’s there to stare at… I’m just looking after a patient.”

With trembling hands, I packed up my backpack.

Whenever I was with her, I always felt strange.

It was like everything about me was being exposed.

Like I was completely naked.

“Why did you save me?”

She muttered to herself.

“No one in this world wants to die.”

If she were truly someone born without emotions, she wouldn’t have asked that.

But I had glimpsed Anna’s past before.

That’s why I thought, just maybe, there was a chance for her to change.

And besides… if I didn’t save you, you might kill me later.

The memory of the massacre at the inn was still vivid in my mind.

I thought of the people who had died as I spoke.

“You felt it too, didn’t you? The pain of the people you almost killed.”

“…”

I tightened my backpack straps and grabbed the wolf ears.

Finally, I turned to look at Anna one last time.

“That’s what dying feels like. It’s the worst.”

Her face was flushed as she sat slumped against the electric tower.

“When you go, make sure you get those wounds stitched up!”

I yelled at her as I walked toward the bushes.

“And don’t go around getting stabbed again! Try living a decent life!”

I repeated myself several times before leaving.

But Anna didn’t respond.

Earlier, she might have been unconscious.

Now, she seemed to have fallen asleep.

I decided not to disturb her anymore.

Instead, I walked leisurely toward Fir Tree Path.

The park was utterly silent.

Only the chirping of crickets filled the desolate city.

With that sound as my companion, I headed home.

On the distant horizon, I noticed a faint light.

It was probably where Sindorim Station once stood.

“…?”

While walking, a strange feeling crept over me.

The leaves on the ground had been trampled.

I was sure no one else had come this way.

I carefully took out the wolf ears.

Then, placing them on my head, I focused on the surrounding sounds.

Thankfully, there was no sound.

It must have been traces of someone passing by…

My thoughts were completely cut off.

Because a sharp glint of metal flashed in the forest.

Soon, men wielding swords appeared from both sides of the bushes.

They were wrapped in white cloth, their faces hidden, making it impossible to identify them.

But one thing was clear.

The white cloth, usually symbolizing purity, was splattered with red blood.

Blue eyes gleamed through disheveled hair.

In an instant, he closed the distance and aimed his sword at my neck.

I hadn’t heard any sound—how…

“We found her.”

He spoke in a cold voice.

At his words, someone walked over from the direction I had been looking at moments earlier.

As soon as I saw her, I was at a loss for words.

She was a silver-haired woman as pale as Anna.

The differences were that she wore ceremonial robes, was thinner, and her eyes were covered with cloth.

“She’s not the one.”

Her voice was clear and beautiful.

At her words, the swordsman nodded bitterly.

“She might still be an accomplice of the Hunter Killer.”

I must have looked ridiculous with the wolf ears on my head.

But I couldn’t bring myself to lower my hand.

Because I realized these people were all Rankers.

If I moved carelessly, I’d lose my head in an instant.

All I could do was plead in a trembling voice.

“Wait, I’m not that kind of person…”

“Then what kind of person are you?”

The swordsman asked.

“Just a wandering merchant. Check my card wallet…”

I replied, and the swordsman hooked his sword under the card wallet hanging around my neck.

With practiced skill, he pulled it away from me.

“Han… Si-ho. Twenty-one years old. No abilities?”

I nodded repeatedly.

“What’s an inn employee doing here?”

“I sell potions at night as a side job.”

“At this hour...? And a powerless person, no less?”

“Well… I’m behind on rent…”

I mumbled while holding my arm with one hand.

How many times today have I had to share this pathetic truth?

The swordsman let out a disbelieving laugh.

It seemed even he didn’t expect to hear such a story from me.

“It’s fine, Ilgeom. I don’t sense any malice from this child.”

At the veiled woman’s words, the man slowly lowered his sword.

Then he knelt to meet my gaze.

“My apologies. I’ve been a bit on edge while performing my duties.”

He pulled out a card from his pocket and showed it to me.

It was a membership card with an elegant design.



Age: 32.

Occupation: S-rank Hunter, ranked 7th nationally.

Ability: Confidential.

Info: Problem-solver employed by the Hunter Association.

A problem-solver I’d only heard about in stories…

I never thought I’d meet someone from the news in real life.

“Was… was something going on nearby?”

I asked, trying to divert the attention away from myself.

Dae-eun adjusted the bloodstained cloth on his shoulder and answered.

“I can’t share details with a civilian. But we’re looking for a wanted criminal.”

He took a photo from his pocket.

He showed me the slightly crumpled photo and asked again.

“Have you seen this woman around here?”

The moment I saw the person in the photo, it felt like all the blood in my body drained to the ground.

It was the same person I had sold everything to save just moments ago.

“She’s an extremely heinous criminal. At an inn, she brutally killed young boys and committed arson in the past.”

My lower eyelid twitched.

With every word he spoke, I felt as though I were being treated as the culprit.

I blinked and focused my mind.

It’s fine. I’m not the criminal, after all…

“If you haven’t seen her, even any suspicious person will do.”

“Ah, suspicious person…”

As if reading my thoughts, the swordsman pressed further.

Wait, could they suspect me as an accomplice too?

“If we find anyone who helped her, we’ll torture them to uncover her whereabouts. That’s how dangerous she is.”

Torture…

Sweat trickled down my forehead.

The distance to Anna from here was roughly thirty paces.

Just past these bushes, she’d be visible.

At this point, should I just confess?

I glanced up at the swordsman.

His blue eyes gleamed with the intensity of a madman.

“Under Association law, aiding a wanted criminal is a serious offense. Regardless of the reason, you will face severe punishment.”

His cold voice erased any thought of confessing.

Even if I told the truth, I doubted they’d let me go.

I took a deep breath and steadied my resolve.

Fine. If helping her will get me punished anyway…

I’ll help her one last time.

For my sake.

“I did see her.”

I raised a finger to my lips and spoke slowly.

“Really?”

The swordsman asked, as if he’d just cracked an unsolvable puzzle.

“Yes… That silver-haired woman with strangely dull eyes, right?”

“That’s right. Exactly.”

He looked at me with expectant eyes.

“I saw her heading toward D-Cube City earlier.”

“D-Cube City?”

“Yes… I thought about helping her, but she was covered in so much blood that it scared me…”

I muttered tearfully.

If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s playing the pitiful role like it’s second nature.

The swordsman nodded as if he understood.

“Well, anyone would freeze up seeing something that terrifying.”

He sheathed his sword at his waist and turned his head.

“Assemblywoman, let’s go. We’ve found her trail.”

“…”

I cautiously observed the young woman’s demeanor.

For some reason, it felt like her gaze was fixed on me.

Even though her eyes were covered.

The Assemblywoman slowly approached me.

Placing her hand over her chest, she bowed gracefully.

“Thank you, Si-ho. Your report is a great help to the Association.”

So, she’s from the Association.

If she’s an Assemblywoman, that means she’s at least one of the top 100 Hunters.

“I will remember you.”

Her pale face drew closer to mine.

At that moment, I felt a chill run down my spine.

Because her presence felt eerily similar to Anna’s.

White skin devoid of any warmth.

Despite the blindfold, her nose and lips were elegant.

The blindfold couldn’t conceal her beauty.

It was a kind of divine elegance that made her seem untouchable, like a noble piece of art.

“Yes, thank you…”

As she heard my response, the corners of her lips lifted into a faint smile.

Soon, she and the man walked toward D-Cube City.

Go ahead, search all you want there.

That’s where I met Se-ah’s party.

All they’ll find there is a wolf’s corpse.

The swordsman covered his face with the cloth and moved swiftly ahead.

The woman’s figure gradually grew smaller until it disappeared completely.

Even after they were gone, I couldn’t shake the unease.

The swordsman’s movements had been unnervingly silent, and her final words were ominous.

When she said she’d remember me, it felt like she wasn’t talking about my report, but my “misdeeds” in helping Anna.

The unease urged me to move quickly.

“I need to go back…”

I tied my jacket firmly around my waist.

Now that I’d helped her, I couldn’t let Anna get caught.

I hurriedly ran back toward the bushes.
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My breath became ragged.

Every time my feet touched the ground, my heart ached as if it were being crushed.

But I couldn’t stop.

I didn’t know when that swordsman and the blind ranker would return.

I saw the electric tower.

And the white-haired killer was still leaning against the tower, asleep.

I placed my hands on my knees and gasped for air.

Even though I had run a short distance, my heart pounded like crazy.

My sweat-soaked T-shirt clung to my body.

Grabbing the shirt, I approached her.

“Anna... we have to run. The ranker chasing you is...”

But despite my urgent words, the killer showed no response.

Soon, I realized why.

In the brief time I was gone, her pale body had turned pink.

She was breathing much more heavily than me, to an incomparable degree.

It felt like she was fighting something inside her body.

“Why... why are you like this? Are you okay?”

I grabbed her shoulders and lightly shook her.

But unlike when she drank the potion, Anna showed no signs of consciousness.

This was the worst.

If I waited like this for her to wake up, the hunters from the association could return at any moment.

Caught for giving false testimony and being with her, I’d immediately be branded an accomplice.

The red blade that saved my ID earlier would pierce my neck this time.

There was no choice.

I slid my arms under Anna’s armpits.

And I lifted her with all my strength.

“...!!”

But her thighs barely lifted off the ground before her weight pulled me down with her.

As I struggled, her jacket slipped open, revealing her sleeveless top.

And I realized why Anna was unexpectedly heavy.

Despite her slender build, her shoulders were packed with lean muscle.

Her ability to sever opponents’ necks in one strike wasn’t just thanks to skill.

Even though she was much smaller than me, I couldn’t possibly lift a body like that.

“...”

But it wasn’t completely hopeless.

Earlier, when I ran, I had heard the sound of glass bottles rolling in my backpack.

That meant the last cocktail was still there.



Normally, it was a healing cocktail used to stop bleeding.

But when consumed by someone healthy, it provided a "special buff."

Without hesitation, I opened the potion.

And I downed the black liquid in one go.

It burned my throat like swallowing lava.

It was a vodka-based cocktail with nearly 40% alcohol content.

But I didn’t stop.

Dying from a cut throat would be worse than a little burning.





My blurry vision sharpened.

My previously weak legs felt as strong as they were when I was a man.

“---!”

But at the same time, hiccups started erupting from my body.

Every time a strange sound came from my mouth, the drunkenness grew, making me dizzy.

“Of all things, it had to be the alcohol effect...”

I slapped my cheeks repeatedly.

Then I approached Anna with firm steps.

Her body now felt as light as a child’s.

This gave me more confidence.

Fueled by that confidence, I carried Anna on my back.

Due to the height difference, her dangling boots scraped the ground.

But there was no other way.

To escape with Anna from here, this was the only option.

Before the drunkenness made me collapse, I moved my legs quickly.

The moonlight shone on us, as if revealing us to the hunters.

In the ruined streets, only the sound of my footsteps filled the air.

“Even if you get caught later, don’t say I helped you...”

Anna didn’t respond.

She just breathed softly each time I took a step.

It reminded me that she, too, was a living, breathing human being.

That shared sense of humanity reassured me as I carried the killer.

It felt like she was keeping me from collapsing under the intoxication.

After walking for a long time, I saw a familiar sight.

I had reached somewhere near my home.

There were no monsters, and the streetlights were lit—a peaceful place.

I brought the most dangerous person in the world here.

Laughter and chatter echoed from all around.

Following those sounds, I eventually reached my home.

The man who had been beaten up by the Executor’s subordinates a few days ago came into view.

The man, wearing a tank top, smoked a cigarette and made eye contact with me.

He seemed startled by the sight of me carrying a blood-soaked woman, then quickly turned his head.

Without sparing him a glance, I climbed the stairs.

I didn’t have the luxury to reassure the residents.

I could feel the potion’s effect fading.

My legs trembled visibly.

Anna’s breathing had finally stabilized, and I didn’t want to risk waking her by collapsing.

Without even taking off my shoes, I headed straight to the bed.

I carefully laid Anna down on the mattress.

Even with that motion, she didn’t wake.

She only shifted slightly, as if in a deep hibernation.

“You sleep so well...”

Relieved at last, I let out a deep sigh.

Perhaps because of the potion’s side effects, I felt completely drained.

It was as if I had just possessed this body for the first time—everything felt hazy.

My body was drenched in sweat.

Especially my back, which had been in contact with Anna.

I untied the jacket around my waist.

And just as I was about to take off my T-shirt, I froze.

My gaze landed on the silver-haired woman sleeping in my bed.

I stared at her intently.

Her beautiful silver hair glistened under the moonlight.

Its color gave her an otherworldly, mysterious impression.

“She looks like an angel when she’s asleep.”

I muttered quietly to myself.

And I slowly approached her.

Had I ever looked at Anna this closely before?

The fine downy hair on her face looked soft, like dandelion fluff.

Following that fluff upward, her white eyelids shimmered faintly.

I suddenly recalled the image of her face when her eyes had been half-open.

Surely, she was so beautiful back then that it was almost disconcerting.

As I recalled that face, I found myself close enough to feel Anna's breathing.

For some reason, my chest felt warm.

I tried to ignore that sensation and observed her rationally.

There was definitely a wound on her neck earlier.

Thanks to the potion, most of the bleeding had stopped.

But that didn’t mean the wound was fully healed.

The ranker’s blade might have been poisoned, so it was better to disinfect it now.

Especially the long cut on her neck.

I felt I had to treat at least that.

I averted my gaze from her momentarily and brought a medical kit.

I rummaged through the box, looking for bandages.

All I found was a small band-aid, the kind you’d put on a finger.

It was a children’s band-aid with an unknown squirrel character printed on it.

I had no idea why a grown adult would have bought such a thing.

I tried my best to flatten the band-aid and place it over her wound.

It was far too small for a cut of that size...

“...”

Perhaps because I leaned closer to apply the band-aid, I heard a faint sound from Anna’s lips.

“Sun...”

Was she dreaming?

Slowly, I brought my ear closer to her lips.

Unaware that my short hair might be tickling Anna’s face.

Warm breath brushed against my cheek.

The tickling sensation on my fine hair made me shiver.

Eventually, I managed to catch the words she wanted to say, even if only in her dreams.

“Don’t go.”

Don’t go...?

“---!”

The moment I repeated those words in my head, a shadow loomed over my face.

The shadow grabbed me tightly and pulled me toward it.

“Wait a minute...”

The arm wrapped around my neck was too heavy.

Having already spent all my strength, I couldn’t resist.

Before I knew it, the arm pulling me had drawn me into an embrace.

I was pressed against Anna’s chest without any way to move.

The blood on her body began soaking me thoroughly.

The sharp scent of iron assaulted my nose.

Was it the alcohol?

I couldn’t shake off her arm.

Every point where our skin touched burned hot.

From her soft thighs to her chest.

The heat from her skin made my body flush.

My breathing grew labored.

Weird noises kept escaping my mouth due to my ragged breathing.

I covered my mouth with both hands to stifle them.

Fortunately, it seemed to be just sleep-talking, as Anna remained deeply asleep while pressing her body against mine.

"..."

The house was silent except for the ticking of the clock's second hand.

But that wasn’t all I could hear.

I could hear the breathing of a deadly killer.

And the pounding heart of a hostage captivated by her.

A memory of my childhood resurfaced—watching a bizarrely themed adult video.

In the video, there was an armed robber and a female employee taken hostage.

The hostage had an expression as if she was excited about what the criminal might do to her.

I couldn’t understand the concept at all and had turned the video off with a grimace.

But now, things were different.

Maybe I understood that feeling just a little.

Every time my skin brushed against hers, a sensitive tingling spread to my groin.

I desperately wanted to get rid of that strange sensation.

I tried to compose myself and think rationally about this situation.

But the more I focused, the clearer the sensations became.

The provocative touch only made me feel more dazed.

This is all because of the vodka.

Yeah, there’s no way I’d enjoy a situation like this.

I blamed everything on the cursed Black Russian.

My body, stiff like a stone, moved.

All I could do was press myself closer into Anna’s embrace.

I no longer had the strength to resist.

“...”

In her sleep, Anna murmured.

She called out someone’s name longingly.

Eventually, I realized who that person was.

It was Sun-ye, the girl I’d seen in her memories.

If Anna mourned her this much, she must have died as well.

Perhaps it was her death that had broken Anna so completely.

Just like I lost someone I loved right before my eyes.

Yet, despite experiencing the same thing, we had taken completely different paths.

I chose to comfort people.

Anna chose to kill them.

That ironic difference made me pity the woman lying against me.

Perhaps because of that feeling, I found myself sympathizing with Anna.

I felt her warm body heat against mine.

Savoring that warmth, I closed my eyes and drifted to sleep.

How long had it been since I’d slept so peacefully?

Ever since possessing this body, I had spent my life dreaming of my comrades’ deaths.

But that night, no one appeared in my dreams.

Not even Ji-soo noona, whom I so dearly missed.
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My hands and feet were completely bound to the cold operating table.

A light so bright it hurt my eyes shone over my entire body.

Beyond that light, I heard a familiar voice.

It was a researcher from the facility.

「Subject name: Anna Danilova. 17 years old.」

「Facility performance: Potential S-grade.」

They had been observing me frequently.

Even when I fought life-and-death battles with other survivors.

Even when I endured hellish training alone.

As a result of their observation, it seemed they had finally obtained the answer they wanted.

That I was superior to others and worthy of being used as their experimental subject.

I had long known this would happen to me.

Rumors had it that subjects with good performance in the facility were used for experiments.

But despite those rumors, we couldn’t help but work hard to achieve good results.

Otherwise, we would’ve died before even being used for experiments.

It was simply my turn now.

It would be one of two things.

Either the syringe held by the man approaching me now—

If I took that green syringe and went berserk, I would be disposed of.

Or if my body somehow endured it, I would be transferred to another place.

In the past, I would have quietly accepted the syringe and resigned myself to my fate.

But now, there was someone I couldn’t stop thinking about.

Someone who always smiled and waved at me first.

Who gave me a part of her own food.

The one who gifted me with what I could call memories in this hellish place.

Sun-ye.

Would I be able to remember her even after taking this syringe?

The blinding light that shone over me disappeared.

Before long, a man with stitch marks on his head appeared.

His protruding eyes scanned my body unpleasantly.

From my toes to the crown of my head, he devoured me with his gaze and then twisted his lips into a smirk.

“Truly... beautiful. If this specimen can withstand my sample…”

He twisted his body grotesquely.

“A truly perfect masterpiece will be born!”

His yellow teeth gleamed.

Before injecting the syringe, the man stared intently at my face.

Then, as if he had seen something completely unexpected, his brows furrowed.

“Wait…”

“Something’s strange.”

“I heard her emotional state was almost nonexistent?”

With crackling hands, he grabbed my face.

Then, as if he couldn’t believe it, his protruding eyes glared at me.

“What is this fearful expression—!!”

The man shouted into the void.

He began cursing at the researchers who were watching me from somewhere.

“I… I told you… This is an S-grade subject, and it needs to be handled carefully!”

The man was the head researcher.

A scientist who had administered his new drugs to countless humans and killed them here.

He seemed to consider me his finest subject.

The sight of him panicking made the corners of my mouth curl up.

His flustered face was utterly amusing.

The head researcher’s cheek twitched.

He ravenously bolted out of the operating room.

And before long, he returned with a gray syringe in hand.

「Director, administering drugs simultaneously to the subject is dangerous.」

The researchers watching from outside urgently spoke.

But the assistants, having already lost trust in the mad scientist, couldn’t be heard.

“It’s because of you… because of you, this beautiful child has developed something as trashy as emotions!”

“I’ve been waiting for this day all along. To combine the best human genes with the most exceptional woman…”

“And yet… yet you failed to manage things properly and ruined it?”

He panted and approached me.

Then, trembling at the corners of his mouth, he forced a smile at me.

“Then what should I do? I should remove it, right?”

Remove it?

My emotions?

My calm heart began to pound wildly.

The emotions I had barely regained thanks to Sun-ye would all be lost in one injection.

That was unthinkable.

“You’re trembling… how pitiful!”

As if he had read my mind, the director looked down at me with a concerned expression.

Then, shoving his grotesque face close to mine, he whispered.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make you perfect.”

The sharp needle, gleaming under the reflected light, aimed for my neck.

“Even those filthy emotions tormenting you now will soon disappear.”

No…

The needle slowly pressed into my flesh.

I twisted my bound body this way and that.

But the tightly secured operating table didn’t budge.

Finally, the sharp needle pierced my skin.

I felt the cold liquid being injected into my neck.

That sensation soon climbed up the back of my head and spread through my entire brain.

And then, I felt it.

The icy sensation of my head freezing over.

As if every fold of my brain was paralyzed, I couldn’t think of anything.

I could only let out a feeble groan, my mouth hanging open.

The researcher seemed satisfied with that groan, his face glowing with ecstasy.

“Yes, those eyes… deep and lifeless.”

The director trembled as he immediately pulled out the prepared new drug.

The green syringe.

Please, stop…

Without hesitation, he grabbed my wrist.

With his long fingers, he elegantly held the green syringe.

“How do you like this color? Isn’t it beautiful? Like an emerald. Soon, it will become one with your body.”

Like flaunting a jewel, he showed me the syringe.

But I couldn’t see such things now.

My body had twisted into a complete arch, my spine feeling like it was about to snap.

The director, as if soothing a baby, softly requested something to the void.

“Music.”

With his words, a faint piano sound began to play.

The violin joined in delicately, filling the operating room with a beautiful classical melody.

The director, like a conductor of that melody, gracefully waved the syringe.

And just before the music reached its climax, he plunged the needle into my artery.

“You’ll be satisfied too. Stronger than a man, and more beautiful than a woman.”

After administering the injection, he stroked my cheek.

The moment the syringe was administered, it felt as though each muscle in my body was being ripped apart.

Soon, that pain spread through my entire body like poison.

“Rachmaninoff, who wrote this piece, said that humans are beautiful because they have emotions.”

The director furrowed his brows as if disagreeing with the composer’s words.

I couldn’t remember Rachmaninoff.

Although he was a composer from my homeland, my mind was now blank.

It was only agony, as if centipedes were crawling through the folds of my brain.

“But I don’t think so. Emotions make humans ugly. They wrinkle and ruin this pretty face.”

「Director, you need to step back. The subject may go berserk soon.」

But the director ignored them.

He remained pressed close to me, whispering.

“Those foolish ones wouldn’t understand. Just how beautiful you are now.”

My limbs twisted.

No longer just twisting, they began to convulse violently.

My nerves protruded as though they were about to burst through my face.

I screamed madly and shook the operating table.

The bolts securing my wrists rattled.

Then, staff observing from outside the operating room hurriedly rushed in.

“Director… it’s dangerous!”

Dragged by heavily armed staff, he was hauled out.

But even as he left, the director’s eyes remained fixed solely on me.

“…”

I thought to myself.

That face annoys me.

The centipedes clinging to my brain whispered.

Get rid of that face so you don’t have to see it.

The frantic piano keys pounded in my ears. 

Matching the sound, I loosened the screws binding my arms and legs. 

The startled staff pointed their guns at me all at once. 

Their muzzles flared. 

I felt the tranquilizer bullets dig into my side. 

But it didn’t matter. 

I wasn’t sleepy at all. 

Instead, my body overflowed with strength. 

Following that strength, I moved my legs. 

One step instantly turned into ten. 

Thanks to that, I quickly closed the distance to the staff who had been far away. 

And I tore off one of their arms. 

“The tranquilizer for monsters…” 

One of the remaining staff muttered while firing. 

Annoying, I struck their mouth. 

Like twisting a lid, his face twisted around. 

“…” 

The director looked up at me with a dazed expression. 

I approached him. 

The closer I got, the more his face bloomed into a smile. 

“This is it…! That instinctual appearance. Finally, I’ve perfected…” 

I grabbed his noisy neck and twisted it. 

But I didn’t kill him immediately. 

I wanted to see that face twist in agony for a while. 

Starting from one to one hundred, I slowly increased the pressure of my grip. 

Then, like a balloon, his face swelled up. 

Soon, his facial features began to mash together like clay. 

His protruding eyes dangled as if they would completely pop out of his face. 

That must have been the ‘beauty’ the director had always raved about to me. 

The music reached its climax. 

I was about to finish him off in time with the crescendo. 

But I couldn’t. 

The brightly lit operating room suddenly went completely dark. 

The shadow grew larger and completely covered the area where I stood. 

"---!" 

A gigantic hand surged toward me. 

Crushed by that hand, I collapsed to the ground. 

The barely surviving director staggered backward. 

Then, a heavy voice spoke to him from the figure pressing me down. 

“Director Tolkien, didn’t I tell you it was dangerous to use the sample already?” 

Crushed against the ground, I rolled my eyes. 

And I looked up at the silhouette overwhelming me. 

A naked man. 

But his entire body was wrapped in black muscle fibers, making him look like he was wearing a suit. 

A strange body. 

And strong. 

So strong that even my drug-enhanced body couldn’t handle him. 

“Haha… Who do we have here? Isn’t this our inaugural Ranker? What brings someone destined for TV shows to such a gloomy place?” 

The director babbled, pretending to welcome him. 

Steam spewed from his tomato-red swollen face. 

“Stop dodging the question.” 

The Ranker, showing no intention to joke, grabbed my head. 

“Did you use another test subject without upper management’s approval? Every time I take my eyes off you…” 

“Don’t worry. That child will become my greatest masterpiece. With a bit more training, she’ll be perfect…” 

As if tired of hearing it, the man slammed my head into the ground. 

It hurt. 

“Thanks to you, two innocent staff members died.” 

He kept slamming my face into the floor. 

Was this man avenging the dead staff? 

He wasn’t the one who killed them. 

They weren’t even his family, so why was he interfering? 

Disgusting. 

I wanted to kill him. 

But I couldn’t. 

He was stronger than me. 

Still, I would kill him someday. 

As I thought about it, my head was completely smashed into the ground. 

The impact knocked me unconscious. 

But I didn’t care about the shock. 

That wasn’t important right now. 

Something filthy was being filled into my body. 

And at the same time, something else was leaving me. 

I couldn’t define what it was. 

“…” 

I was returned to the detention facility, beaten to a pulp. 

I safely made it back to my room and was laid down on the bed. 

But it didn’t seem like my body was okay. 

Bruises covered me, and I ached everywhere. 

That was all. 

I didn’t feel wronged or upset. 

Rather, those feelings seemed to belong to Sun-ye, who was looking down at me worriedly. 

“Tolkien… Why…” 

She collapsed onto her knees and wrapped herself around me as I lay there. 

“Anna, say something. You’re okay, right?” 

Tears welled up in Sun-ye’s eyes. 

But I couldn’t understand it. 

So, I asked. 

“If it’s my body, it seems fine. But why are you asking?” 

Sun-ye’s face turned pale at my question. 

With trembling hands, she suddenly pulled me into an embrace. 

Her soft skin clung to mine. 

The parts of us touching felt warm. 

“Why are you asking?” 

I kept asking. 

But Sun-ye just shook her head. 

Her refusal to answer annoyed me. 

I even considered pushing my roommate off the bed. 

But I changed my mind. 

Being close to her was warmer than the shabby blanket. 

So, I stayed like that. 

How long had we held each other? 

Sun-ye fell asleep. 

Sleeping together in my bed was the 289th time. 

But this felt like the first. 

I looked down at Sun-ye. 

The short-haired girl lay in my arms, breathing softly like a small animal. 

Watching her, I suddenly mimicked the motion of twisting her thin neck. 

She would look beautiful, like a deer bitten at the throat. 

Why was I feeling such an urge? 

I thought about it for a moment. 

Then I soon realized why. 

The urge stemmed from betrayal. 

Because I realized Sun-ye wasn’t just a prisoner. 

No other survivors in captivity knew the director’s name. 
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“...”

It’s been a while.

When was the last time I woke up so comfortably?

I move my body to get up.

But my body feels too stiff to move.

It’s probably because I fought two high-rankers last night.

Considering the fatal injuries all over my body, it’s understandable.

“---!”

However, I soon realized that the reason my body is uncomfortable isn’t because of the fight.

Most of the wounds had already healed.

What’s constricting me isn’t pain, but ‘something.’

I lower my head to see what it is.

Is it Sun-ye?

No.

There’s no way she’d be here.

It’s the bartender.

The petite bartender with short hair.

She’s nestled in my arms, breathing softly.

Every time she exhales, her soft skin brushes against my thighs.

Wasn’t her name Si-ho?

Her resemblance to Sun-ye makes my eyebrows furrow involuntarily.

Did she bring me to her home after finding me injured?

She’s probably up to something.

She must want to use me to gain some kind of benefit.

Disgusting.

That disgust spurred me to think about pushing her away and standing up.

But that thought quickly vanished.

It’s because I noticed something in her hand.

A squirrel-character band.

It looks just like her as she holds it while sleeping.

My hand unconsciously reached for her face.

I touched the lips that were playing with her hair.

I carefully removed a strand of hair stuck to her lips.

As I did, Si-ho’s nose twitched as if sniffing something.

Did she catch the scent of my hand that quickly?

She resembled a small animal.

“---?”

Her sniffing nose came closer.

And then, her small, plump lips touched my finger.

Her pointed canine teeth playfully nibbled at my finger.

Her moist saliva thoroughly soaked my fingerprint.

The sensation made me involuntarily furrow my brows.

Feeling flustered, I twisted my body.

That movement made Si-ho’s body curl up as well.

Perhaps because of that, her closed brown eyes opened faintly.

The small girl made a peculiar sound as she exhaled.

Her chest brushed against my bra.

Thanks to that, I could fully feel the rhythm of her breathing.

Soon, Si-ho looked up at me.

With thin, dazed eyes as if she were intoxicated.

But she wasn’t under the influence of any drugs.

Her pupils widened in disbelief at her situation, realizing she was in my arms.

*

It’s warm.

I relished the warmth and soft texture enveloping my entire body.

I let out a deep breath, savoring the sweet sleep I hadn’t had in a long time.

Every time I did, the fragrant scent of soap tickled my nose.

That scent made my teeth itch.

I wanted to bite into that soap.

I opened my eyes slightly.

What immediately came into view was someone’s finger.

And I was nibbling on it.

The vivid texture made my pupils grow wide in shock.

I looked up at the owner of the finger.

A white-haired killer was staring down at me with a baffled expression.

Moreover, my body was pressed against hers, our chests rubbing against each other.

I had a fit and bolted upright from the bed.

Anna let out a short sigh.

“You really do go all out, don’t you.”

She spoke nonchalantly.

Had Anna been watching me snuggled in her arms the entire time?

Just the thought made my face burn.

“D-Don’t misunderstand. I was just trying to check your injuries. But then you suddenly hugged me.”

Though I was the one caught off guard, my voice stammered.

At times like this, I found my own body to be frustratingly uncooperative.

“What nonsense is that? Me hugging you? Don’t be disgusting. You must’ve clung to me while I was asleep.”

Anna pulled up the stretched strap of her tank top with her shoulder.

She then wandered around as if looking for her clothes.

“No, you were mumbling some weird woman’s name...”

At the mention of a woman’s name, she abruptly stopped.

She stared at me with a somewhat serious gaze.

Anna’s eyes were still as murky as lye.

“I never did such a thing.”

Her expression seemed to warn me that if I mentioned that name again, she’d kill me.

Intimidated by her murderous aura, I closed my mouth tightly.

“Where did you hide my jacket? Did you steal everything that was inside?”

“What do you take me for... I soaked it in the bathtub to get rid of the blood. Your scary belongings are in the kitchen.”

I pointed towards the bathroom with my finger.

She immediately headed for the bathtub.

Then she came out, holding her soaked jacket, and walked leisurely.

Drops of blood that hadn’t fully rinsed off dripped onto the floorboards.

Anna didn’t care and checked her equipment left in the kitchen.

A dagger, glass bottles filled with strange liquids, smoke grenade cases, and so on.

Anna carefully packed her belongings.

Then she staggered towards the sink.

She began wrapping the dagger with newspapers spread out in the kitchen.

At least she seemed aware that openly carrying a knife in the streets was dangerous.

“That jacket... Let me dry it with the dryer. If you walk around with it like that, the Association Patrol will arrest you immediately.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“You’re leaving my house. How is it not my business? If you’re going to leave quietly, then do it properly.”

I scolded her indifferently, as if talking to a younger sibling.

Anna, much like a little sister, didn’t seem to listen to me.

“One hour should be enough to dry it completely.”

Was it because of her staggering figure? I spoke unconsciously.

“...”

The sound of crumpling newspaper stopped.

Anna stared intently at the memo I had stuck to the sink.

Soon, she asked.

“What’s your purpose?”

Caught off guard by her sudden question, I fiddled with my hair.

“What purpose.”

“Most people run away in fear when they see me. So why are you doing all this useless kindness for me?”

For some reason, Anna’s pronunciation seemed to have improved.

She tore off the memo and held it out to me.

The memo contained the recipe for a Black Velvet.

“That’s...”

I hesitated for a moment.

Then I decided to tell the truth.

There was no reason to hide it.

“Because I don’t want to see people dying in front of me anymore.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’ve already killed dozens in front of you.”

“Someone like me is also a bit reckless.”

Anna threw the memo to the ground and strode towards me.

She grabbed my hair and pulled me closer to her.

“With just a flick of my hand, I could kill someone like you in an instant.”

“But you won’t.”

I looked up at her with narrowed eyes.

Then a faint ripple appeared in Anna’s usually calm pupils.

“...”

Someone seemed to come to her mind.  

Just like how I saw Ji-soo noona in her collapsed figure.  

Anna eventually let go of her hand powerlessly.  

Then, she slumped into a chair at the kitchen table.  

“You’ve thought well.”  

I immediately put her jacket into the dryer.  

And then I looked at her blankly.  

“Is that tank top okay? Should I lend you some clothes...”  

“Shut up and just spin that.”  

Anna cut me off abruptly.  

“Yes...”  

I pressed the dryer button with my lips tightly shut.  

In the quiet house, only the sound of the dryer echoed.  

How should I pass the time while it spins?  

It’s unbearably awkward.  

I glanced back at Anna.  

She seemed lost in thought, propping her chin on her hand.  

Should I make her some food?  

But I also need to head to the inn soon.  

“Would you like to have some food before you leave?”  

I cautiously asked Anna.  

She silently shook her head.  

Having no choice, I poured oil into the wok alone.  

Then, I took onions and eggs out of the fridge.  

These were precious ingredients I bought with the money I earned.  

Seeing this, Anna spoke with a frustrated expression.  

“Do you have a death wish? I told you I’m not eating.”  

“What nonsense are you talking about alone? I’m the one eating.”  

I replied indifferently to her.  

Anna let out a short cough and turned her gaze away.  

I chuckled quietly to myself.  

That’s exactly what I was aiming for.  

Does she think she’s the only one who can mess with people?  

The smell of frying onions and eggs began to waft up.  

The savory aroma made my mouth water.  

And it wasn’t just me.  

Though she tried to hide it, Anna’s gaze gradually shifted toward the sizzling smell.  

Enjoying her reaction, I happily stirred with the chopsticks.  

What if I added some spam to this?  

I opened the ham can with a satisfying click.  

Then, I sliced the pale meat generously and sprinkled it over the wok.  

The once simple onion aroma was now enhanced by the addition of meat.  

The rich flavor danced on my tongue.  

This was it.  

To complete this masterpiece, I added cold rice.  

The aroma of toasted rice reached its peak.  

Using a wooden spatula, I worked hard to break apart the hard rice.  

Then I started stir-frying it slowly.  

Once the grains became translucent, I finished it off with seasoning.  

I sprinkled some pepper to complete the dish.  

  

Grade: ★★★☆  

Effect: Restores 50% of the eater’s energy.  

Info: A simple fried rice dish made with ingredients found at home.  

Who wouldn’t know that simple ingredients can still make something delicious?  

“---.”  

Humming a tune, I placed the bowl on the table.  

The fried rice, fluffy and golden, was neatly plated in a clean bowl.  

I tucked the falling strands of hair behind my ear.  

Then, using my free hand, I scooped a spoonful and began to eat happily.  

Anna stared intently at me munching.  

“This is... an inefficient dish. It takes time to make and is full of carbs.”  

“That’s why an incompetent person like me is eating it alone. You just sit there and wait quietly.”  

I closed my eyes and shook my head gleefully.  

Not knowing this taste, how pitiful for you, killer lady.  

Anna let out a short sigh and pulled something from her pocket.  

A plain, unmarked protein bar.  

She bit into it expressionlessly.  

It was so hard that I could hear her teeth clashing from here.  

Was she chewing on metal or something?  

I wondered if one had to go to such lengths to become a ranker.  

Watching her, I felt my throat get dry.  

Thanks to that, I remembered the cola in the fridge.  

I got up without hesitation and opened the fridge door.  

Then, I felt a strange sensation behind me.  

I immediately turned my head sharply.  

And I couldn’t help but chuckle.  

Anna was leaning in close to the fried rice, staring at it.  

She looked like a zoo leopard eyeing a spectator’s snacks.  

“What... are you doing?”  

I asked, smiling slyly.  

Anna cleared her throat.  

“Nothing. I was just observing a dish I’ve never seen before.”  

“This isn’t just a lump of carbs. As you can see, it’s rich in protein with eggs and ham.”  

I smiled and returned to my seat.  

Then, I carefully slid the bowl toward her.  

“How about it? Want to try some?”  

“...”  

Like a tamer kindly offering, I urged her.  

The beast let out a small sigh, seeming to consider for a moment.  

Then, as if making a decision, she glared at me sharply.  

“I’m curious, so I’ll have just a taste.”  

Pride, huh...  

I was about to fetch a new spoon.  

But Anna quickly grabbed the one I had been using and took a slow bite.  

I watched her intently.  

Soon, the dish I had made entered her red lips.  

She chewed suspiciously.  

Then, her furrowed brows straightened, and she immediately took another spoonful.  

Eventually, Anna held the bowl and ate the fried rice with a calm expression.  

I even poured her a glass of cola.  

The killer who spoke about carbs immediately gulped down the sugary cola.  

I found her brazenness oddly endearing and smirked.  

While eating, Anna focused entirely on the food without saying a word.  

“---.”  

The sound of the dryer finishing echoed.  

Anna stood up promptly and headed to the dryer.  

She grabbed her jacket and walked straight to the door, despite the cold weather.  

I didn’t understand why she was in such a rush.  

“Already leaving? You’ve finished eating?”  

I asked with my messy hair.  

But Anna said nothing.  

She simply climbed onto the balcony railing.  

The killer leaped into the air without hesitation.  

My eyes widened in shock.  

This was the third floor...  

I dashed outside without even putting on proper clothes.  

Looking down, I searched for Anna, who should have fallen to the first floor.  

She was already far away.  

As expected of someone called a ranker, falling from the third floor didn’t seem to faze her.  

I watched her run toward the apartment entrance from afar.  

She looked like an animal leaving after finishing its business.  

I shook my head automatically.  

Seriously, what kind of person is she?  

Don’t expect me to help her next time.  

Feeling hollow, I returned to my house.  

The savory aroma of fried rice lingered in the small room.  

Still a bit hungry, I checked the bowl to see if she had left any food.  

The bowl was completely clean.  
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I opened the inn door.  

Feels like it’s been a long time since I’ve been in Moment.  

It's only been two days of rest, though.  

Ji-wook was already in the kitchen.  

He was singing along to a song playing on the television he had turned on.  

Come to think of it, I've heard that song a lot on the streets lately.  

Even in this anarchic era ruled by monsters, idols seem to exist.  

Well, if there are customers who admire psychopathic killers, idols aren’t a big deal.  

I’ve gotten used to it by now.  

“Si-ho, you’re here?”  

He stopped humming, as if embarrassed to be caught, and turned off the television.  

Then he greeted me with an awkward smile.  

“The song’s good, you can keep it on.”  

I smiled lightly as I took off the windbreaker I was wearing.  

“Really?”  

He turned the power back on, as if responding to my expression.  

The cheerful song had me humming along as well.  

Slowly, I tied an apron around my waist.  

Ji-wook stared at me quietly.  

Then he suddenly made a random remark.  

“You look a bit different from usual today.”  

“Me?”  

He looked me up and down before offering a subtle smile.  

“Well, before, you seemed stiff and gloomy...”  

He put a hand to his mouth, carefully choosing his words.  

“Now, you seem soft, and your eyes are gentler.”  

I stared at him blankly.  

“It’s nothing significant, really, just that your movements seem more delicate now, like a modern young woman.”  

He laughed awkwardly, as if it was no big deal.  

“...”  

But his words left me quite shocked.  

I could accept being told I seemed softer and gentler.  

That made sense.  

I’ve been getting used to this body bit by bit.  

But to say my movements are delicate, like a young woman...  

It didn’t feel good.  

Does this mean I’m really becoming more like a girl?  

I stared down at my body.  

The curves of my figure were glaringly apparent.  

A chill ran down my spine, and I rubbed my arms.  

“Stop saying weird things. Do we have any food at the inn?”  

“You didn’t eat lunch?”  

“Someone finished it all...”  

I shrugged at his question.  

I remembered a certain woman who had eaten every last bite.  

“So you’re cohabiting too, Si-ho.”  

He grinned and nodded.  

It seemed he was guessing my softer demeanor was thanks to my cohabitant.  

His words made my face burn with embarrassment.  

I stammered and cut him off.  

“No, it’s not like that...”  

I turned my head away, not wanting to show him my reddened face.  

And I muttered under my breath.  

“I just gave some food to a stray cat.”  

“A stray cat...?”  

He repeated, coming out of the kitchen with freshly baked bread.  

He tilted his head, as if my words didn’t make sense.  

It was understandable.  

What kind of cat would eat fried rice straight out of a bowl?  

Maybe I should’ve said it was a leopard or a Bengal cat.  

While munching on the bread he gave me, I checked the alcohol stock that had come in today.  

As I was inspecting the bottles, Ji-wook approached me with an apologetic expression.  

He clasped his hands together, as if he had something important to say.  

“Um, you see... Could I leave work an hour early today?”  

“Do you have something to do?”  

I asked while tearing small pieces of bread.  

The warm aroma of the bread he baked lifted my spirits.  

“Actually, it’s my girlfriend’s birthday today, and I promised to celebrate with her...”  

So he has a girlfriend, huh.  

Well, with a clean-cut appearance like his, that’s not surprising.  

“Sure, it’s been quieter these days anyway, so I can manage alone.”  

“Are you sure? What if something weird happens again, like last time...”  

It was a valid concern.  

The massacre scene with Anna had been horrific.  

If Ji-wook had witnessed that scene himself, he would’ve fainted for sure.  

“It’s fine. Anna promised she wouldn’t do that kind of thing in front of me anymore.”  

I smirked and waved a piece of bread at him.  

Then I realized my words were a slip of the tongue.  

“She even promised?”  

Ji-wook scratched his head, seeming amazed that I could have that level of conversation with Anna.  

“She’s a friend with a story, after all.”  

I murmured softly.  

Her name suddenly reminded me of what had happened earlier that day.  

The moments I’d spent in Anna’s embrace...  

Why did I bite her finger back then!  

A shiver ran through my body.  

Ever since that incident, I’ve felt more sensitive.  

Just like Ji-wook said, my gaze and my body seemed softer and rounder.  

I held my breath and tensed my body to shake off the thought.  

I’m someone who even went to the army.  

Seriously, get a grip.  

“---.”  

By the time the bar’s playlist had looped about ten times, it was late evening.  

The nighttime at Moment was quiet.  

The visitors who came because of Anna’s rumors had given up after a month of her absence.  

Besides, the hastily made Black Velvet cocktail for the performance was truly terrible.  

Nobody would drink such a bad cocktail twice.  

I wiped the glasses with a bitter feeling.  

“Still, it’s a bit sad to see the drop in customers.”  

There was an hour left until closing time.  

I was planning to spend the rest of the time idly, listening to music.  

But that plan was soon disrupted.  

The front door suddenly burst open.  

A woman with a cap pulled low walked in with her hands in her pockets.  

Her steps were light, as if she were moving to a rhythm.  

She felt like an excited young girl.  

Yes, like someone newly turned an adult, coming to a bar with anticipation.  

“Excuse me—.”  

The girl plopped herself onto the counter table and called for me.  

I calmly wiped my hands with a towel and responded to her call.  

“Yes, welcome.”  

She leaned her face close to mine.  

Then, covering her mouth with one hand, she asked in a very secretive manner.  

“Is this the bar where ‘Miss Anna’ is known to come?”  

Hearing the same question as always, my eyes naturally drooped.  

Of course.  

“Anna hasn’t been here in over a month.”  

I replied nonchalantly.  

My indifferent attitude made the girl lift the corners of her mouth into a wide smile.  

“That’s okay, you never know. She might come today.”  

What a dangerous thing to say.  

Did she want to see swords dancing in the inn again?  

Her clueless words sent a chill down my spine.  

I habitually rubbed my neck.  

“I’ll wait. That’s fine, right?”  

“There’s no reason you can’t until closing time.”  

“Got it, I’ll leave when it’s time!”  

The girl winked at me, as if trying to show she was being considerate.  

But she completely misunderstood my words.  

I meant I wanted her to leave by closing time...  

The girl sat on the high chair, swinging her legs.  

I slowly scanned her from head to toe.  

The checkered short skirt caught my eye first.  

Is such a short skirt trending these days?  

Se-hee wears them too, so unguardedly.  

But soon, I noticed black shorts under the skirt.  

That’s a relief, at least.  

Her top was even more outrageous.  

It was close to 5 degrees outside, yet she wore a long-sleeved crop top that exposed her navel.  

Thankfully, she had a fleece jacket over it, or just looking at her would’ve made me feel cold.  

She must like dressing up.  

“Unnie, why are you staring at me like that?”  

The girl rested her chin on her hands and asked me.  

The way she gazed at me blankly reminded me of a cat.  

“You just look cold.”  

“Are you worried about me? You’re so kind.”  

The girl smiled softly.  

With every word she spoke, it felt like my energy was being drained.  

It was like being dragged onto a TV show I had no interest in.  

My nose tickled.  

A thick scent seemed to emanate from the girl.  

Was it perfume?  

No.  

It wasn’t artificial; it felt more like her natural scent.  

The closer I was to her, the stronger the fragrance became, making me feel dizzy.  

Trying to shake off the feeling, I asked her, “Would you like some milk while you wait?”  

“Milk? This is a bar, isn’t it? Give me a drink.”  

She smiled, looking at the display as if picking out a pretty doll.  

“We don’t serve alcohol to minors.”  

When I avoided her gaze, the girl chuckled and waved her hands dismissively.  

“I’m an adult, unnie.”  

“Then, could you show me your ID?”  

“Ah.”  

Her excitement dropped instantly at my sudden question.  

As expected.  

Students trying to sneak alcohol always freeze at this point.  

“Well... I left it in my manager’s car...”  

“You can just go get it from the car.”  

I crossed my arms confidently.  

The girl fidgeted with her hands, mumbling.  

“The car already left.”  

“Well, then, there’s no choice. I’ll get you some milk.”  

I pulled a carton of milk from the fridge with a thud.  

It suited her cat-like appearance perfectly.  

“Unnie... My dream is to have a drink here just once. In the place Miss Anna visited...”  

She whined, twisting her body as she looked up at me with pleading eyes.  

The closer she got to me, the stronger that strange scent became.  

I shook my head vigorously.  

“Absolutely not.”  

When her cute act failed, the girl sighed deeply.  

Her face seemed a little flushed now.  

“Well, I guess there’s no helping it.”  

Yes, just leave already, please.  

I closed my eyes and waited for her to go.  

But no matter how long I waited, I didn’t hear her get up from the chair.  

Instead, she spoke again.  

“Now, do you believe me? That I’m an adult.”  

Her words made me uneasy.  

What was she planning now...  

I opened my eyes sharply and looked at the counter.  

The girl had taken off her cap and was smiling brightly at me.  

Her long black hair fell over her shoulders.  

And glitter sparkled under her eyes.  

Okay, she’s pretty, I get it.  

For a minor, she’s really pretty.  

But what am I supposed to do about that?  

Her repeated antics made me frown instinctively.  

Did she take something before coming here?  

Now that I think about it, her eyes did seem a little unfocused.  

“What... is this?”  

When I reacted with confusion, her confident gaze faltered.  

She seemed genuinely flustered.  

“Unnie, don’t you know who I am?”  

She slammed her hands on the table and stood up.  

Then, she leaned her face closer, insisting I take a good look.  

“No idea.”  

I adjusted my slipping apron and replied.  

Feeling insulted, she stepped away from the chair and into the wide hallway.  

Then she started doing a strange dance.  

“Now? You must’ve seen me on TV. There aren’t many channels these days, after all...”  

I shook my head indifferently.  

The girl sighed heavily and looked at me with pity.  

“Give me your phone.”  

“Why?”  

“I left mine in the car.”  

She sure left a lot of things in that car.  

I calmly handed her my phone.  

With skillful hands, she opened YouTube.  

Soon, a song started playing from the speakers.  

She abruptly shoved the music video toward me.  

“See? That’s me.”  

My eyes widened.  

I looked between the idol in the video and the girl standing in front of me.  

Satisfied with my reaction, she smiled proudly and crossed her arms.  

An idol group composed entirely of hunters ranked A or higher, AIMER.  

She was Jae-hee, the youngest and a dancer in the group.  

The girl before me was none other than Jae-hee herself.  

Now I understood her flashy outfit.  

“Now do you get it?”  

“What’s there to get? It clearly says you’re nineteen.”  

I felt drained, as if all my energy had been sucked out.  

She must’ve thought this was her trump card, but all she did was confirm her age.  

You’re still a kid.  

I’m an adult.  

When I remained unfazed by her idol status, she clenched her fists.  

Then, with a voice much lower than before, she sighed.  

“This isn’t working. I tried to play nice.”  

Her voice huskier, she asked me again.  

“You read my profile earlier, right? Did you see my ability?”  

Ability?  

A chill ran down my spine at her words.  

Now that I think about it, her profile did list her as an A-rank hunter...  

Was she planning to use her ability to threaten me?  

I swallowed nervously and skimmed through her details.  

My eyes froze on the abilities section.  

Pheromones?  

As I read it aloud, Jae-hee grabbed my wrist.  

I didn’t expect someone my height to have such a strong grip.  

Her eyes shimmered with a faint pink glow.  

“Uh...”  

I stared blankly into her glowing eyes.  

A strange heat spread through my body.  


  
    Chapter 26 Catharsis 2

    Catharsis 2

My heart thumped wildly.

I tried to calm the pounding sound while clutching my chest.

But my body seemed to want to follow Jae-hee’s orders, acting up even more.

The idol girl leisurely walked over to the counter.

Taking advantage of my panting, she began carefully examining the display shelves.

She pulled out a crumpled piece of paper and compared the names and alcohols written on it.

On that note, it was faintly labeled as a bucket list.

“Unnie, which drink here is the strongest?”

“...”

I didn’t respond to her question.

I merely leaned against the table, barely managing to support myself.

Seeing my condition, Jae-hee shrugged her shoulders and chose the bottle with the highest alcohol content.

It was Bacardi 151, with a 70% alcohol level.

Holding the bottle, she stared at me silently.

“Are you seriously still trying to resist? What would you do if I made the scent even stronger here?”

Her soft hair brushed against my shoulder.

A strange scent wafted up from her hair, stimulating my nose.

My nose turned peach-red as a result.

It’s fine...

I can still hold on.

I haven’t just been intoxicated by pheromones all this time.

I was resisting in my own way using Angelic Hand.

Thanks to the leveled-up skill, I could maintain a semblance of sobriety.

But...

It’s only resistance.

There’s no way I could perfectly block an A-rank Hunter’s abilities...

“You’re holding out pretty well. Usually, people collapse in front of me, even trying to lick my soles...”

She deliberately shook her hair.

Then a visible, vivid red mist began floating in the air.

The intense color made my throat instinctively heat up.

If I breathed that in, I might really collapse.

I staggered, trying to get out from behind the counter somehow.

But it was futile.

Jae-hee elegantly blocked my path as if dancing.

Smiling brightly, she asked.

“Isn’t it painful?”

I couldn’t understand Jae-hee’s actions at all.

Is this really something a celebrity on TV would do?

It’s reckless, like someone without a tomorrow.

“Have you changed your mind a bit now?”

“...”

She pinched the strap of my apron with her neatly manicured nails.

“Do you think the fine is the problem, or is your life the problem now?”

“My... life?”

Could simple pheromones go beyond excitement and actually kill someone?

When I asked again, she extended her palm as if inflating a balloon.

“My pheromones usually give a seductive feeling, but if I crank up the concentration, I can make someone’s heart go pop.”

She spoke as if she’d made someone’s heart explode before.

Her words completely crushed the plan I had painstakingly crafted while holding back my excitement.

In the end, is there nothing I can do?

I sighed deeply, resigned.

“Fine... I’ll do it.”

“Really? Thank you so much.”

She handed me the Bacardi with an audacious smile.

With trembling hands, I barely managed to take the bottle.

“I looked it up, and this drink has an alcohol content of 70%. I’d like you to make a cocktail with it.”

I nodded, relying on the bottle placed on the table for support.

Satisfied with my response, the idol girl leisurely returned to her seat.

“Alright, get started.”

Jae-hee raised her phone.

“If you got rid of the pheromones, I could make it more easily.”

“No way. If you become normal, you might run away. Stay excited just like that.”

The idol girl chuckled, maintaining her stance.

Then she began talking into her phone as if speaking to someone.

“Alright, fans. Today’s my last broadcast. To commemorate, I’ve come to the hottest bar in Sindorim, Moment!”

She pointed the phone’s camera at me.

A bartender, gasping for breath in a completely stretched-out shirt, appeared on screen.

“This is my closest bartender unnie, Si-ho! She’s going to make a super delicious cocktail for Jae-hee today.”

The idol girl shamelessly proceeded with her live broadcast.

A minor idol, openly filmed herself drinking alcohol.

It was strange.

Is this something someone in their right mind would do?

“Why does unnie look like that? Oh—she said she just came from being with her boyfriend.”

She giggled, whispering into the phone.

“Isn’t it touching? She even gave up her happy time alone with him just for me...”

I couldn’t respond to her filthy joke.

The bar was still filled with pink mist.

“You must be happy. You can even date someone you like. Right?”

She delved into her own delusions, knowing nothing about me.

It was absurd.

I took a deep breath.

I could see the pink air escaping from my mouth.

Had I unknowingly inhaled too much of the pheromones already?

Get a grip.

I widened my eyes and placed a whiskey glass on the table.

Let’s show her the bitter taste of adulthood.

The “crazy strong cocktail” she so desired.

I placed clear, angular ice cubes in the glass.

Then lightly stir with a bar spoon to chill the glass.

Next, 2 ounces (60ml) of golden rum.

1 ounce of sweet almond-scented Amaretto.

And 1 ounce of refreshing lime juice.

I stirred everything lightly with the spoon.

Finally, I lit a prepared cinnamon stick on fire.

The smoky scent from the cinnamon spread over the surface of the cocktail.

Done.



Grade: ★★★☆ (Epic)

Effect: Removes all status ailments. Instead, it puts the drinker into a drunken state.

Info: Relieve your accumulated depression and anxiety by witnessing others’ tragedies and pain.

Drink this and get drunk.

Perhaps you’ll smile brightly while watching your friends struggle with your drunken antics.

“Here’s Catharsis.”

Grabbing my stretched-out collar, I handed her the cocktail.

It looked like a golden lake covered with the mist of dawn.

Jae-hee gazed at the beautiful scene in the glass.

“What’s the name of the drink?”

“Catharsis...”

Jae-hee's lips curved into a bright smile at my answer.  

She laughed aloud, seemingly pleased with the cocktail's name.  

“Doesn’t it fit perfectly with our situation right now?”  

But I couldn’t laugh along with her.  

I could only wonder if this girl had danced so much she’d damaged her head.  

“Then shall I drink it while witnessing the tragedy that has befallen you?”  

Humming, Jae-hee grabbed the glass.  

And with a confident look, she downed the drink in one go.  

I chuckled inwardly at her audacity.  

Because...  

“---!”  

Jae-hee coughed violently, spitting out the drink.  

In a manner too crude for someone believed to be an idol.  

The table was soon drenched in the Catharsis she spewed out.  

Drooling, Jae-hee stared blankly as if she’d been struck hard on the head.  

And it was no wonder.  

Even though it was mixed with other alcohol, Catharsis still had an alcohol content of over 50%.  

What would happen if a young girl gulped that down in one shot?  

It was a miracle her throat didn’t suffer burns.  

I began to laugh slyly with my flushed face.  

Seeing her facade crumble after maintaining her acting tone was incredibly satisfying.  

“Looks like I’m the one feeling catharsis, not you.”  

Jae-hee lowered her head deeply.  

Her face was hidden behind her long hair, making it impossible to see.  

But one thing was certain.  

It was twisted beyond what could be shown.  

Only then did I start to worry about the laughter I had just let out.  

Was provoking her going to escalate the situation?  

Jae-hee said nothing.  

Instead, she turned off the live broadcast she had been enthusiastically streaming.  

The idol girl stood up abruptly.  

And then leaped toward the counter in a single bound.  

Jumping over the table in an instant, she grabbed my collar without hesitation.  

Her face no longer resembled that of an idol dancer.  

“Why is this drink so strong?”  

Her voice had lowered as if she’d smoked an entire pack of cigarettes.  

Her glare was fierce, as if she might burn me with a lit cigarette at any moment.  

“Well… you asked for the strongest one...”  

I mumbled, desperately avoiding her gaze.  

Then Jae-hee grabbed my chin and forced me to look straight at her.  

“But it’s too strong... it’s nothing like what I imagined.”  

She murmured.  

Still, it seemed some of the drink had gone down her throat because her face was flushed red.  

Because she was clinging to me so tightly, even my head was spinning.  

I tried to push Jae-hee away somehow.  

But I couldn’t.  

She suddenly held onto me firmly and raised her face.  

“Wait a minute...”  

The life disappeared from Jae-hee’s black pupils.  

Her cold gaze stared into me, like a bottomless abyss.  

“This soap scent. It’s the same as Anna’s.”  

Her words instantly cooled my heated body.  

It felt as though all the blood in my body had drained to the soles of my feet.  

“You, what’s your relationship with Anna?”  

At the mention of Anna’s name, Jae-hee’s eyes lit up as if enchanted by a spell.  

As if she’d kill me if I didn’t answer immediately.  

“No relationship... at all.”  

Jae-hee made a subtle smile at that.  

It wasn’t a smile because she found the situation genuinely amusing.  

It wasn’t a smile of trust because she believed what I’d said.  

It was... a smile of joy as if imagining how to kill the person in front of her.  

“No relationship at all?”  

She looked at my sweat-soaked shirt and asked.  

But I couldn’t bring myself to answer.  

I simply crossed my arms, bothered by the bra faintly visible through my white shirt.  

Honestly, I knew nothing about her.  

If anything, the only connection we had was that I saved her while she was being chased by a ranker.  

Of course, the fact we slept together last night was on my mind.  

But since all we did was sleep, that didn’t count as a relationship either.  

As I pondered these things, Jae-hee slipped her arms under mine.  

And with a strong grip, she hugged me tightly and began pushing me back.  

In the end, I was shoved against the shelves with great force.  

Limes from the shelf fell to the floor.  

“Don’t lie. Tell me everything you know about Anna—everything.”  

While holding me, Jae-hee began exuding an incredibly thick and sticky pheromone.  

She buried her nose into my collarbone and took a deep breath.  

The idol girl’s warm breath brushed against my chest.  

The maddening sensation made my entire body tremble.  

That insane stimulation transformed my body.  

A mournful moan, something I’d never let out since my possession, escaped my lips.  

But that was only the beginning.  

Drool trickled from my mouth.  

My body felt so damp and dazed that I couldn’t even notice it.  

With my legs losing strength, I slumped to the floor.  

She knelt down with me and laid down on the floor of the counter.  

Her long hair spread out, covering the ground.  

“You’re an idol... If I die, what about your career?”  

I mumbled, squeezing out the last bit of strength I had.  

But Jae-hee didn’t care.  

She simply buried her face into my chest and took a deep breath.  

As if licking off Anna’s lingering scent from my body.  

“It’s fine.”  

The girl, her face flushed red, opened her eyes thinly, as if intoxicated.  

And with my sweat moistening her lips, she spoke.  

“Because I planned to die today anyway.”  


  
    Chapter 27 Catharsis 3

    Catharsis 3

I see a lime that has fallen under the shelf.

The cross-section of the fruit ripples like a mirage.

That wavering leaves me with an unpleasant impression.

Because it reminds me of comrades who were struck by projectiles in the past.

The lime is soon completely obscured by someone.

An idol girl with half-closed eyes and an ecstatic expression.

Lying on the floor, she slowly turns her face to meet my gaze.

Her red, sleek lips begin to quiver.

"Unnie."

"..."

Her sultry voice makes my heart pound erratically.

I let out a sound I had never made before in my life, staring at her.

What on earth is Anna to this girl for her to be so obsessed?

Meeting that murderer will only lead to death anyway.

Death...

Saliva dribbles from my mouth.

I want to tell her Anna’s story right now, but no voice comes out because of the deepening negativity.

I gave up my pride far too late.

The intense scent of a young girl gets closer and closer.

Her fresh face inches toward me and asks.

“Shall I kiss you?”

Blushing red up to her nose, Jae-hee grins bashfully.

She seems to have released more pheromones than she could handle.

The idol girl releases her pent-up desires and frustrations recklessly.

She softly licks my neck with her moist tongue.

The sensual touch sends tingles throughout my body.

"Everyone likes being caressed like this."

I have to stop this.

She was getting more and more ruined, intoxicated by her own ability.

I desperately tried to focus all my senses on my arms.

I barely managed to move my trembling hands.

But that was as far as I could go.

Jae-hee’s pheromones only allowed me movements that could barely squirm.

The girl smiles at me as if looking at a struggling pet.

"Did you want to touch me that much?"

The idol girl grabs the hand that tries to touch her.

Then she presses it against her face and rubs her cheek against it.

"Since you won’t tell me, should I sniff Anna’s scent this way?"

Her nose wedges between my fingers.

For the first time, I feel grateful for her obsession.

Because the skinship born from her obsession with Anna helped me activate my ability.

I closed my eyes.

And holding my breath, I poured all my focus into my fingertips.

Eventually, a white radiance blooms in the pink-tinted world.

What could have turned this girl into this state?

I’ll find out myself.

“---.”

The lights shining so brightly they scorch the top of my head strikes us.

Today, I’m having my debut interview for the first time, swallowing my dry throat while staring at the camera.

"The talk of the town, the true super rookies! Let’s welcome Aimer!"

The male MC, wearing colored lenses, introduces us with a cheerful voice.

A voice I thought I was familiar with from seeing him on TV all the time.

But hearing it up close, it sounds much louder and fresher.

"First, can we have a word of introduction from each of you for our M-Town viewers?"

Sun-ah unnie, the leader and vocalist of the group, confidently steps forward first.

"Hello, I’m Sun-ah, the main vocalist of the group-."

She needed no special modifiers.

She’s a prepared idol who’s pretty, sings well, and speaks clearly.

“---.”

“---.”

The other two members also mention their roles as sub-vocalist and main dancer respectively.

As my turn approaches, my heart pounds more and more.

I’m even afraid that the pheromones I usually keep hidden will start to escape.

Soon, the MC I admire turns to me and asks.

The camera’s lens, once distant, slowly approaches, staring at me intently.

"Hello, I’m..."

But, what was my role here again?

The prepared script I had in mind refused to come to me.

Singing? Dancing?

I’m perfect at neither.

Am I just a bit pretty?

That’s true, but the other members are as well.

I feel the stares of my teammates.

Pushed by those gazes, I managed to recall the script I prepared with great effort.

"I’m Jae-hee, responsible for ‘liveliness’ in the group-!"

There was a brief pause, but I managed to get through it.

The MC smiled and encouraged me, saying I did well.

"Then, before we proceed with the questions, may I ask about the meaning behind the group name Aimer?"

"Our group name, Aimer, means someone who aims in English. We plan to aim our love at you all and shoot- so we hope you’re ready."

In response to the MC’s question, Sun-ah unnie pretends to shoot a gun as if she had prepared beforehand.

Then the other members followed her, winking and mimicking the gesture.

They never even told me about this...

"I already feel like I’ve been shot, my heart’s racing. Now, let’s get started right away. Aimer’s Focus!"

At the MC’s cue, stairs leading to the stage unfold.

We confidently ascend the steps toward the stage.

But while climbing the stage, my mind was filled with countless thoughts.

Why didn’t they tell me about the choreography in advance...?

“---.”

The music fades out.

The three-minute song feels like it ended in just thirty seconds.

Even after the cameras were turned off, we worked hard to maintain a composed appearance.

We descended the stairs upright and only relaxed our expressions upon reaching the entrance to the waiting room.

There, men in black suits and the company’s CEO were waiting.

The CEO greeted each member, thanking them for their hard work.

And as everyone entered the waiting room, he called me separately.

"Jae-hee, you know, right? You have to go for supplementary training."

"Yes..."

Guided by the men in black, I quietly moved toward the emergency stairs.

The older sisters of the group stared at me.

With such indifference.

As if it didn’t matter at all if another person replaced me as a member.

Descending the stairs, I found a pre-prepared van waiting for me.

I boarded the suspicious black van as if accustomed to it.

The CEO, with long hair and sunglasses, plopped down next to me.

He took out an electronic cigarette and placed it in his mouth.

Mumbling, he asked.

"Earlier. You almost forgot your lines during the interview, didn’t you?"

I nodded silently.

The CEO smirked and inhaled deeply.

"It’s okay. You managed to pull it off."

He was undoubtedly smiling and comforting me.

But instead of being reassured, his consolation made me more uneasy.

When the CEO shows this kind of kindness, he always demands something next.

And the van was heading somewhere to fulfill that demand.

The van drove for 30 minutes.

And it quietly stopped at a secluded underground parking lot.

I know this place.

Because it’s the place I hate most in the world.

A dimly lit sign in the dreary hallway catches my eye.

Catharsis.

Though it’s simply labeled as a pub, stepping inside reveals an entirely different world.

This place, filled with strong perfume and the smell of alcohol, terrifies me.

But I have no choice but to enter.

Because this place was the main reason I was selected by the CEO to join Aimer.

Clasping my hands together, I meekly followed behind him.

Then, two familiar men greeted us.

Middle-aged men dressed in mouse-gray suits.

They called each other CEO and Assemblyman, patting each other’s shoulders warmly.

The man referred to as Assemblyman locked eyes with me.

I wanted to step back in fear, but he approached me first.

“Isn’t this our Jae-hee! I heard today was your debut stage, but I couldn’t attend because I was too busy.”

“It’s okay…”

“Let’s do well today too. You know the Assemblyman is always on your side, right?”

His elephant-like eyes squinted.

I avoided his gaze and nodded reluctantly.

The man lightly shook my hand with his thick hand before heading to the prepared room.

Eventually, the CEO followed them and entered leisurely as well.

Before going in, he glanced back at me.

The look in his eyes through the gap in his sunglasses was chilling.

I nodded silently.

Because I knew exactly what he expected of me.

The black door closed.

Now, only I and two bodyguards remained in the Catharsis hall.

The men, who looked as intimidating as gangsters, gestured to me.

Telling me to enter the next room.

Obediently, I entered the room as ordered.

It was a guest room connected by a sliding door to the room the CEO was in.

I slumped powerlessly onto the long sofa.

Strange sounds could be heard through the sliding door.

The giggling of young women.

The hearty laughter of middle-aged men.

And even faint, obscene noises.

Ever since debuting as an idol, I have always been dragged to this place.

And I had always listened to these unpleasant sounds.

From the very next room.

Soon, a text arrived on my phone.

It was from the CEO.

"Intensity 3."

Three…

I repeated the number in my head.

Grabbing the collar of my shirt that constricted my chest, I gently shook it.

Then a sweet scent began to emanate slowly from my body.

In that state, I listened carefully to the sounds coming from the adjacent room.

The young women let out sorrowful cries, as if suffocating.

And the middle-aged men let out sharp shouts, as if to prove they weren’t old yet.

It must be a filthy and despicable scene.

But the sound started to stimulate my whole body.

A tingling and sensitive feeling coursed through my skin.

I wanted to shake off that sensation, but I couldn’t.

Because this kind of stimulation was the most effective way to draw out pheromones.

I opened a small gap in the sliding door.

Through the gap, I could see the naked bodies of the women in the room.

The curve from their hips to their chests.

I forcibly turned my head to avoid looking.

And I extended my fingers to inject my scent into that room.

Before long, the voices of the women, who had been in pain, transformed.

Into voices soaked in ecstasy.

The men’s voices were even more appalling.

Just moments ago, they still sounded human, but after inhaling my scent, they began panting like animals.

I hated hearing that sound so much.

I sat on the soft sofa, knees together.

Covering my ears, I just waited for this farce to end.

But the lewd sounds continued to seep through the gaps in my fingers.

It felt as though those obscene noises were voyeuristically caressing my entire body.

To shake off that feeling, I frantically rubbed my body with my hands.

“---.”

How much time had passed?

The room next door grew quiet.

The Assemblyman and the CEO let out deep sighs, as if they had relieved their tension.

The elephant-like Assemblyman took a deep drag of his cigarette and spoke.

“Smoking a cigarette in Jae-hee’s scent is pure bliss, as always.”

“Of course.”

The CEO chuckled in agreement.

“Such an incredible ability. How on earth did she come to possess it?”

“Well, from what I’ve heard, she didn’t get much attention from her parents growing up. They always prioritized her older brother.”

Even though I was right next door, the CEO didn’t seem to care.

He was revealing my deepest secrets to the Assemblyman without hesitation.

“Well, in this monster-infested world, it’s only natural for the voices of strong men to carry more weight.”

The Assemblyman nodded in understanding, flicking ash from his cigarette.

“When she desperately wanted attention, the pheromone ability emerged—like that of a female animal.”

“Truly, it’s an amazing ability. Especially today, the scent was so rich. It’s like she’s becoming more seductive as she grows older.”

He muttered in a greasy tone.

“How old is Jae-hee this year?”

“Nineteen.”

“Then isn’t it about time to bring her into the room?”

My entire body bristled, as if pierced by needles.

His words were terrifying, like he was planning to butcher me.

“Ah… Assemblyman, Jae-hee is an idol, you know. She’s a product, a proper commodity.”

“Is that so? That’s a shame. If I could inhale that enchanting scent directly while touching her skin… it would be incredible…”

The Assemblyman sighed deeply, as if in resignation.

But he hadn’t given up.

“Well then—someday, the time will come when her marketability as an idol ends.”

Marketability?

I repeated his incomprehensible words to myself.

“When that time comes, send her to me. I’ll arrange a place for her at the association that won’t disappoint.”

“...”

The CEO remained silent.

Only an eerie stillness hung over the room.

Except for the frantic sound of my own heartbeat.

Afraid that the sound might escape, I covered my mouth with my hands.

And then, I accidentally bit into my palm.

Because the CEO said something I never could have expected.

“I’ll consider it.”

Red blood trickled down my thighs.

The moment I heard those words, I couldn’t think of anything anymore.
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    Catharsis 4

“It should be here…”

I looked at the watch on my wrist.

The time pointed exactly at noon.

I waited for someone beneath a luxurious family restaurant.

Before long, I spotted a chubby man and another wearing sunglasses.

“Jae-hee!”

It was quite a distance.

But the chubby man seemed to recognize me just by my silhouette.

He approached slowly, yet he was panting and reached out to shake my hand.

When I grasped his hand, a damp and sticky sensation spread across my palm.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“No, I just arrived too.”

“Let’s go inside. It’s hot out here.”

He waddled ahead to lead the way.

And he guided me to a seat by the window.

I felt uneasy sitting where the outside could see me clearly, but I had no choice.

I was in a position where I had to ask for his help.

“I’m Ji-ho, the one who contacted you.”

“Yes, I’m Jae-hee.”

I scanned my surroundings, as if meeting a broker.

It felt as though someone was watching me.

“Actually, I’m a big fan of yours, Jae-hee. I usually avoid impromptu meetings like this, but I made an exception for you.”

“Thank you…”

Lee Ji-ho.

He was a famous journalist who dealt with entertainment scandals.

Ji-ho was a giant in the world of journalism, with his articles able to make or break celebrities’ careers.

But contrary to that power, I never imagined he would look this creepy.

His face was riddled with acne scars, and his limp black hair clung to his forehead.

By anyone’s standards, he was hideous.

Instead, my gaze was drawn to the man sitting next to him.

The man in sunglasses quietly sipped his coffee, a longsword strapped to his back.

He was probably a bodyguard hunter.

“Oh, this is Jack. He’s an A-rank hunter from America. He’s my bodyguard.”

Sensing my gaze, Ji-ho introduced him.

Jack nodded slowly and returned his focus to his coffee.

“Do you think you can handle what I mentioned…?”

“You mean the collusion between the assemblyman and the CEO? And the room salon’s sexual entertainment?”

As I brought up the details of the request, Ji-ho’s eyes sharpened.

He gestured as if typing on a calculator with his fingers.

“With a case like this, it could deal a significant blow to the company. However… proving it will require considerable effort.”

Considerable effort…

I repeated those words in my head.

Soon, Ji-ho’s thick eyelids half-lifted.

His eyes slowly scanned me up and down.

“It will also cost a lot.”

“I’ll… find a way to prepare the money.”

Eager to gain his assistance, I answered quickly.

But he waved his hand dismissively, as if that wasn’t enough.

“Money isn’t necessary. Isn’t it my duty to expose societal corruption?”

He smiled as he picked up the menu.

And he ordered a steak in broad daylight.

Ji-ho suggested I have some meat too, but my stomach churned, so I only ordered a salad.

Even so, I barely touched it.

My mind was filled with unease about betraying the CEO.

Soon, a steak plate was set on the table.

Ji-ho sniffed at the aroma with his nose buried in the meat.

“Doesn’t it smell great? This place only uses young cow meat.”

I didn’t respond.

I simply stared blankly at the blood-soaked piece of meat.

“Young cows have a distinctive fresh scent.”

He greedily chewed the steak.

“And the texture is incredibly tender.”

Ji-ho whispered in a low voice.

Then, feeling unsettled, he gulped down some cola.

“I only want one thing from you, Jae-hee.”

Perhaps full from his meal, he began to talk business.

His demand was very simple.

“Spend just one night with me.”

“…”

Ji-ho smiled as if he had said something completely natural.

But I couldn’t control my expression after hearing those words.

My eyelids quivered, and my heart pounded.

“Don’t worry too much. Plenty of singers have slept with me. And they’re all doing very well in their careers.”

He puffed himself up as if he were making a reasonable proposal.

“Honestly, your looks aren’t as exceptional compared to them.”

Ji-ho lowered his gaze, observing my chest, stomach, and thighs.

“But that sultry scent you exude with every movement… I think that’s a truly excellent charm.”

Jack, sitting beside us, silently emptied his coffee.

Then, as if avoiding his employer’s words, he turned his head.

“Isn’t it a great deal? Just one night, and everything troubling you will disappear.”

Ji-ho laughed heartily.

During his laugh, his saliva splattered all over my face.

The droplet slowly ran down my jawline.

The murky droplet, mixed with the blood of young cows, eventually dripped onto my collarbone.

And it hardened there.

“…”

How strange.

I’d heard these dog-like propositions from the assemblyman countless times, yet now I didn’t feel disgusted.

Instead, its simplicity and bluntness were refreshing.

In the end, everyone saw me like this.

The public didn’t care about me as a person.

They were only fixated on this repulsive pheromone.

The ability I gained to earn people’s attention my entire life…

Ultimately, it couldn’t save me.

It only made me miserable.

“Are you okay, Jae-hee?”

Ji-ho asked with concern.

I couldn’t respond to his words.

Because I imagined myself accepting his proposal and entering a hotel.

I saw Ji-ho clinging to my slender body like a cicada.

As we rubbed against each other, his acne-covered skin would burst.

And that yellowish fluid would smear all over me.

His thick hands would grope my chest and stomach without restraint.

Then those filthy hands would travel down my belly button, heading lower.

At that moment, the only words that escaped my mouth were—

“Hell no.”

Ji-ho’s eyes widened in shock.

As if he had misheard, he asked again.

“What… what did you say…?”

His buried pupils sparkled.

I smirked.

Then, calmly, I grabbed the collar of my shirt.

And slowly unbuttoned the buttons that had been suffocating my chest.

The grotesque man, who had been glaring as if to kill me, was visibly startled.

“This is what you wanted, right?”

I boldly revealed my cleavage to them.

Soon, a thick scent began to fill the restaurant air.

Ji-ho shook his head wildly at the sight of me.

“Yes. We’re on the same wavelength.”

His scarred face leaned closer to my chest.

Close enough to touch with a single finger.

At that moment, Jack’s eyebrows twitched.

He immediately grabbed Ji-ho’s shoulder and shoved him forcefully.

The chubby man collapsed onto the restaurant floor.

“J-Jack! What are you doing?!”

The grotesque man screeched, his happy moment interrupted.

But the hunter ignored his words and instead rose from his seat.

Then, with swift movements, he lunged at me.

He pinned me down on the sofa and held a knife to my neck.

"Turn it off."

"What?"

"That thing you're emitting right now."

"Why should I? Your boss wants this, doesn't he..."

I spoke with a sense of despair.

The hunter shook his head at my attitude.

"You're impossible to reason with."

The blade pressed against my neck began to sink deeper into my skin.

It was the hunter's final warning.

A signal to stop before the knife fully slit my throat.

The sharp pain made my heart pound wildly.

I knew that to overpower the hunter, I would have to use my ability further.

But I couldn't summon the courage to release it.

If I did, and everyone here truly ended up dead...

There would be no turning back.

Blood dripped steadily, staining the chair beneath me.

I tightly shut my eyes.

And I began retracting the scent, just as the hunter demanded.

But I soon stopped.

Before I could even pull back the pheromone, his blade had paused.

"---."

Someone entered the restaurant.

Given the situation, it was unlikely anyone would walk in so openly.

But they approached us without hesitation.

Who could it be…?

Who would dare walk confidently toward an A-rank hunter?

"Jae-hee."

This voice...

The moment I recognized who it was, my entire body froze.

Someone very familiar and equally terrifying.

It was the CEO.

"You should’ve just stayed quietly in my arms. Why go looking for these lowlifes and risk getting hurt?"

The CEO, with his long hair, removed his sunglasses.

He looked blankly at Jack, who was pinning me down.

"Not bad for a trash journalist to hire such an expensive hunter."

Jack smirked, seemingly amused.

Then, without hesitation, he pointed his sword at the CEO.

"---."

The blade moved closer to the long-haired man.

But before it could reach him, my twin bodyguards—who often issued commands to me—appeared and caught the blade with their bare hands.

Jack, however, was no pushover.

He twisted the sword sharply, cutting into the twin’s arm with its edge.

The twins were forced to release their grip, and Jack took the opportunity to leap back, creating distance.

The twins staggered, clutching their injured arms.

"Let’s deal with these small fries first."

The CEO spoke nonchalantly, pulling out an electronic cigarette.

He exhaled a puff of smoke and looked down at me.

"You’d better prepare yourself. How dare you repay my generosity with betrayal?"

His piercing gaze sent a shiver down my spine, as though it had shot right through me.

Even when a knife had been at my throat, I’d managed to endure.

But just one glance from the CEO filled me with overwhelming fear.

At that moment, I realized.

It was impossible to escape from him…

The twins simultaneously charged at the hunter.

Their attacks were perfectly coordinated, hitting different spots at the same time.

If one aimed for the ribs, the other struck the legs.

If one targeted the face, the other went for the knees.

Jack met their relentless assault head-on.

He parried their attacks with his sword, moving gracefully despite his much larger frame.

"Jack! Are you struggling against this level of resistance? Do you know how much money I spent on this?!"

Ji-ho flailed on the floor, shouting.

The CEO, on the other hand, maintained a serious expression.

"You two, stand down. He’s one of the better A-ranks."

The CEO waved his hand dismissively.

The twins reluctantly withdrew, bowing apologetically before stepping back.

"No need for us to get our hands dirty. Right?"

The CEO smirked as though he had something up his sleeve.

He snapped his fingers lightly.

"---?"

The restaurant fell eerily silent, as if time itself had stopped.

The quiet was unsettlingly profound.

Ji-ho looked around, sensing the oddness.

Then he yelled cluelessly.

"What is this? Are they all just watching? Turn your heads!"

"---."

All the customers were staring at us.

Their eyes were lifeless.

"Foolish journalist. You still don’t get it?"

The CEO burst into laughter.

He laughed so hard he slapped his own knee.

"W-what do you mean?"

Ji-ho soon understood the reason behind the CEO’s laughter.

The customers were staggering toward him.

The CEO's ability was "Mass Psychology."

It was collective hypnosis.

He was a former S-rank psychic hunter.

Anyone who inhaled the smoke from his cigarette and remained in the same place for an hour…

Would lose their sanity.

And move according to his commands.

All the other patrons, except for those who had arrived late like us, were already under the influence of the smoke.

In other words, the CEO had anticipated my arrival and spread the smoke in advance.

"Let’s see what this great American hunter can do."

He gestured lazily.

"---."

The hypnotized people began walking toward us.

Then, at the CEO’s signal, they twisted their bodies unnaturally and charged forward.

Jack hesitated momentarily, reluctant to cut them down.

Even as a hunter, he couldn’t easily strike down innocent people.

But he soon made his decision.

To survive, he had no choice but to kill them.

That brief hesitation, however, proved fatal.

The hypnotized crowd quickly closed the distance, making it impossible for him to cut them all down in one stroke.

From the chef to the servers, from a boy celebrating his birthday to his mother…

All of them rushed in like moths to a flame, following the CEO’s signal.

Eventually, the exhausted Jack was completely overwhelmed by the human wave.

He was buried beneath them.

The S-rank hunter walked slowly toward Ji-ho.

And, like capturing an animal, he grabbed him firmly by the back of the neck.

The squealing of the pig-like man filled the restaurant.

But no one came to his aid.

The restaurant was now full of the CEO’s loyal puppets.

He tossed Ji-ho aside as if feeding livestock.

With a heavy thud, Ji-ho fell to the floor, where the hypnotized customers swarmed him.

They stomped on him with machine-like precision.

Soon, Ji-ho became as soft and tender as the young cow meat he so adored.

The sound of his bones breaking and flesh being crushed echoed in my ears.

"Now, shall we have our conversation?"

The CEO looked intently at me, my disheveled shirt revealing my bare skin.

I knew exactly where his gaze lingered.

"With things escalated to this point, continuing your idol career will be difficult, don’t you think?"

He grabbed my collar.

And whispered.

"So, what’s next? You’ll have to go back to the assemblyman, won’t you?"

His crackling hand slid inside my clothes.

And slithered over my chest like a bug.

"But before that, I need to adjust the product a bit. To make it more enjoyable to touch."

His cold hand gripped my flesh.

The filthy sensation made me scream.

The CEO, accustomed to such acts, quickly covered my mouth.

And continued what he was doing.

I felt wronged.

If only I had power too.

So that no one could control me anymore.

Not this disgusting scent, but some other ability.

An overwhelmingly strong power…

"---."

Was it then?

That moment when God revealed the power I had desperately longed for.

The CEO, who had acted as if he owned the world, suddenly froze in place.

As if he were a sinner caught by an angel in the midst of a filthy act.

He turned to the shattered window, where a dark silhouette perched gracefully.

A woman with beautiful silver hair.

Her pale, striking features.

And cloudy white eyes that looked at everything with disdain.

Wearing a black jacket, she stared directly at the CEO.
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    Catharsis 5  

The first impression of the woman was intense.  

Among the many hunters present, no one noticed her.  

As if she weren’t a being of this world, she appeared in an instant.  

In a low, calm voice, the woman recited the CEO’s name.  

“Lee Tae-seon.”  

He knew.  

That there were hardly any people who knew his real name.  

At best, it might appear on a document like a contract.  

Which meant...  

“What is this, a debt collector?”  

The CEO looked displeased as he glared at the woman he had just witnessed.  

It was as if his gaze reproached her for not understanding the situation.  

“The repayment period. Has already. Passed by half a year.”  

However, the woman spoke as if such things didn’t matter.  

“So, you came all the way here to collect the money?”  

Tae-seon leisurely stood up from where he had been.  

And took a deep breath.  

“Looks like the Counters are all dead too. They entrusted debt collection to a woman who can’t even use Korean properly.”  

He chuckled but then coughed because of the smoke.  

Yet the woman didn’t react to his provocation.  

She simply asked about her business.  

“The client wants. To cut your throat. And use it as an example for the other debtors.”  

“What...? An example?”  

The killer aimed a dark, dull blade at Tae-seon.  

It was made of the same material as the sword that had just taken Jack down.  

“Do you have the ability. To pay. Right now?”  

The CEO smirked.  

And blew smoke at her.  

“No, you crazy b****.”  

“I see.”  

Just two words.  

The moment Anna finished speaking, my gaze dropped to the floor.  

Because the CEO’s blood, someone I looked up to like the sky, was pouring out.  

“Repayment. Will be made with. Your head.”  

Everyone was staring blankly at the killer.  

Tae-seon’s neck, half-severed, dangled loosely.  

He held it as best he could while staggering backward.  

From his contorted face, I felt a strange sense of satisfaction.  

Seeing the blood flowing profusely made my heart race.  

I didn’t know why I felt this way.  

But one thing was certain—I wanted him dead.  

“Ki... Kill her!”  

The CEO shouted in a cracking voice.  

Then, the staggering patrons rushed at the killer all at once.  

A human wave engulfed her.  

Anna plunged herself into the wave without hesitation.  

She slashed through the thick flesh of the patrons and slipped through the gaps she created.  

Covered in blood, she effortlessly emerged from the wave and cut down an oncoming old woman.  

She sliced a charging child in half.  

And crushed the head of a woman clinging to her.  

Then, she set her gaze on her target.  

With melted pupils.  

One of the patrons’ corpses slammed into the counter.  

Soon, a cheerful song began to play over the speakers.  

It was none other than my debut song, Focus.  

Everyone quite literally focused on the silver-haired killer.  

I still can’t forget that mesmerizing sight.  

It was the first time I ever felt the emotion of liking someone.  

Free, unrestrained, and.  

More professional than anyone.  

The true idol I had always desired.  

That was being realized before my eyes.  

The glass of the upscale restaurant was smeared with blood.  

No one outside would know what was happening in here.  

The CEO was trembling.  

Even he, an S-rank Hunter who had once been a ranker, was terrified of the woman standing before him.  

He waved his trembling hand aimlessly.  

But hardly any patrons were still standing.  

Everyone else was crawling on the ground like insects.  

I could hear Tae-seon grinding his teeth from here.  

He collapsed to the floor, backing away.  

Until he bumped into the counter wall.  

The silver-haired killer approached Tae-seon indifferently.  

“I’ll pay... I’ll pay, okay!”  

“...”  

“If you just send that b**** to the Assemblyman, the money will come in!”  

The CEO pointed at me with his trembling hand.  

The killer followed his gaze and looked at my face.  

Her white eyes pierced through me.  

I felt a shiver run down my body as if I were pierced by that beautiful face.  

Heat started to rise from below my navel.  

It felt like that warmth was slowly creeping upward.  

“I want it. Immediately.”  

She averted her gaze from me and commanded.  

“I’ll get it. Somehow! Just give me a day...”  

The blood-stained sword sliced through the counter.  

In the process, the CEO’s arm was severed.  

“---!”  

He screamed like Ji-ho, who had been trampled to death.  

Then the killer cut off his other arm as well.  

Now the CEO could no longer smoke his beloved cigarettes on his own.  

“Earlier. Because of the smell. I missed.”  

The song playing in the store reached its climax.  

The exhilarating sound of the electric guitar rang out obliviously.  

Soon, the music briefly stopped.  

And the silence was filled by the sound of something hitting the floor.  

It was the CEO’s head.  

The head rolled on the floor and eventually came to a stop.  

And it met my eyes.  

That face carried the exact expression I had always shown him.  

A hand drenched in blood grabbed the head by its hair.  

The killer, carrying the head at her waist, casually passed by me.  

Soon, my debut song gradually faded.  

The dreamy sound of the synthesizer made the departing killer unnie’s figure even more mystical.  

I stared up at her intently.  

And soon made eye contact with her.  

The half-lidded eyes looking down at me were enchanting.  

Her smooth, unwrinkled lips parted.  

“It’s a good ability.”  

My mind went blank.  

It felt like I was listening to a divine revelation.  

“To the point that it. Shakes my trajectory.”  

“Don’t hesitate to use it. Just kill to your heart’s content.”  

The words of the silver-haired killer felt like virtue.  

Is that so?  

I just have to kill them all...?  

Should I have simply gotten rid of everything that torments me?  

The wind slipped through my chest, visible through my translucent underwear.  

I shivered as that wind touched my body.  

The corners of my mouth twitched.  

Yes, it’s better to kill than to be killed.  

This unnie is right.  

It feels like receiving absolution from a god.  

My body became so sensitive that I could feel every drop of sweat running down my back.  

“Unnie... What’s your name?”  

I asked her as she walked away.  

But she didn’t even tell me her name.  

She just left gracefully, carrying the CEO’s head.  

I stared blankly at her departing figure.  

And as I admired her body, I pressed my legs together.  

Her hips and waistline swayed with each step.  

It was incomparable to the Room Sisters I had seen at Catharsis.  

But I couldn’t observe her figure forever.  

Because as she left, the twin bodyguards who had been hiding appeared.  

They struggled to hide their frightened expressions as they handled the CEO’s corpse.  

I don’t know what they plan to do with a body without a head.  

Each picked up an arm and the torso before turning to me.  

And, as always, they ordered me around with disdainful expressions.  

“What are you doing? Let’s go.”  

They said a van was parked out back, and we should go to the Assemblyman.  

So, after hiding while their employer was killed, they now want to fulfill their duties?  

When I didn’t respond to the bodyguards’ words, they approached angrily.  

A shadow loomed over my face.  

“What, have you lost it? You think that b**** will protect you too?”  

One of them raised a massive arm.  

But unlike before, his shadow no longer scared me.  

Instead, I felt grateful.  

Now I had a justification to freely use my ability.  

I smiled faintly.  

The burly men frowned at my smile.  

That frown soon turned into confusion.  

And confusion turned to fear.  

Because red gas began to pour wildly out of my body.  

I vomited all the fear and disgust I had felt into the world.  

“---!”  

The bodyguards screamed like babies.  

Their size meant nothing now.  

Black blood flowed from their eyes, noses, mouths, and ears.  

The two A-rank hunters collapsed helplessly.  

The entire store was painted red.  

In the end, no one in that store survived.  

The more I reveled in my joy, the more people died.  

This is my happiest memory.  

  

“Angelic Hand terminated.”  

“---.”  

I instinctively took a deep breath.  

A habit I always had after using AAngelicHand.  

But I immediately regretted it.  

Because I realized too late that the inn was still filled with pink pheromones.  

The moment I inhaled the gas through my mouth, my whole body trembled.  

I felt the urge to go to the bathroom.  

But my body wouldn’t listen.  

Because Jae-hee was clinging to me like a cicada.  

She was making lewd noises as she licked my neck.  

She was savoring the scent of soap left by Anna.  

A pheromone user like her, clinging to me as if aroused by Anna’s scent—it’s ironic.  

“You must have clung to Anna like this too, didn’t you?”  

My whole body felt sticky.  

Her damp sweat was soaking me.  

“I think I understand a little now why Anna chose you.”  

“...”  

I struggled to move my lips.  

But no sound came from my throat.  

“The more I touch you, the softer your body gets—it’s adorable.”  

She was doing to me exactly what Tae-seon had done to her.  

Having abandoned her remaining reason, she was becoming just like the men who had tormented her.  

And yet, she was only nineteen.  

My crotch grew wetter and wetter.  

Her thighs pressed against my damp skin.  

As my body grew more lascivious, my heartbeat weakened.  

As if I had run too long a race, even my heart was exhausted.  

I simply let out gasps, feeling both pleasure and death at the same time.  

Blood began to trickle from my nose.  

Soon, I could no longer think.  

I, too, buried my face in Jae-hee’s collarbone, savoring the scent of her flesh.  

And I began to die.  

“---.”  

The front door of the store opened.  

The sound stirred my half-closed eyes.  

There shouldn’t be any customers at this hour.  

Could Ji-wook have returned?  

If it’s him, that’s dangerous.  

If Ji-wook, who has no abilities, breathes in this strong gas, he’ll collapse immediately.  

The sound of shoes grew louder.  

It didn’t sound like a man’s footsteps.  

Could it be Anna?  

If it’s Anna, I hope she’ll take this crazy girl off me.  

“Si-ho?”  

But that voice wasn’t Anna’s.  

It was more feminine and soft.  

“Am I too late?”  

It was Executor.  

She had come to the inn, not as a dummy, but in her actual body.  

Her voice made me twist reflexively.  

But Jae-hee, who was clinging to me, pulled me back down.  

Fully pressed against me, she covered my mouth.  

Just like the CEO who had silenced her voice.  

Drunk on the scent, her eyes narrowed.  

And with her finger, she blocked my lips.  

“What is this smell?”  

Executor, seeming irritated, pulled a handkerchief from her blazer.  

And she nonchalantly blew her nose as if dealing with flower pollen.  

Separated by a thin counter, an entirely different world was unfolding.  

“Please... save me.”  



  
    Chapter 30 Catharsis 6

    Catharsis 6

“...”

The sound of a lighter flicking came from the table.

It was a habit the Executor often displayed in the office.

Before long, the sound gradually faded.

Then, it completely disappeared.

Instead, the chair at the table moved.

“It seems like there’s no one here.”

The sound of her heels struck the concrete floor.

As that sound diminished, so did the fleeting hope in my heart.

Then, Jae-hee became even bolder in exploring my body.

Her fingers slipped between the bra.

And she kept kneading my stiff chest.

As if responding to the heated sensation, my breasts softened.

The idol girl exhaled sharply as if savoring the touch.

Perhaps lost in the pleasure, she inadvertently kicked the lime with her foot.

The Executor's footsteps halted upon catching that fleeting sound.

Soon, her steps toward the counter grew louder.

It’s over.

Finally…

“---!”

That was when it happened.

The moment the inn’s front door shook noisily.

And the moment my faint hope completely collapsed.

The Executor stopped abruptly and looked toward the door.

In that instant, Jae-hee pulled me into a darker corner.

“Is it this place?”

It was a voice I recognized from my memory.

And I knew who it belonged to.

The man Jae-hee feared.

He entered the store accompanied by two men and women.

“This scent... it’s definitely our Jae-hee’s.”

The middle-aged assemblyman inhaled the scent filling the shop.

Then, he quivered as if in ecstasy.

“Sorry, but it seems today’s business has ended.”

The Executor spoke to them coldly.

“Is that so? It doesn’t matter. I don’t particularly have any business in such a cheap bar.”

The assemblyman acted nonchalantly as he loosened his tie.

“Then, what’s your business at the bar? Bringing along such fearsome Rankers.”

“I’m looking for someone. Someone a half-head shorter than you, younger, and more fragrant…”

“I haven’t seen anyone.”

The killer cut off the man’s crude description, seemingly disgusted.

“That can’t be. This scent is undoubtedly Jae-hee’s. Even amid this smoke, can’t you feel it?”

That’s right.

Now that I think about it, this insane fragrance must also be reaching the Executor standing right in the middle of it…

Why was she the only one unaffected?

“Is there such a thing? I don’t really know.”

The Executor leisurely lit her lighter.

Then held a straight cigarette in her mouth.

The assemblyman stepped boldly into the shop.

But he hesitated when he encountered the thick scent coming from the counter area.

Instead, he called out in a kindly tone.

“Jae-hee, it’s Assemblyman. I’ve come to take you back. It must have been hard after the CEO passed away.”

Speaking as if coaxing a small animal, he questioned Jae-hee, who curled up.

She was trembling.

“At this intensity, Jae-hee must be feeling really good. The girl emits a sweet peach scent when she’s excited.”

The assemblyman made a blissful expression, as if reminiscing about memories with her.

Then, he ordered the hunters to check behind the counter.

“Assemblyman, at this concentration, we can’t go in either.”

The Rankers—both male and female—refused in calm voices.

There was a sense of composure and professionalism about them.

“Good grief, Rankers...”

The assemblyman clicked his tongue as if in disappointment.

Instead, he asked the Executor, who was standing idly by.

“Can you check behind the counter for me? I believe she’s hiding under there.”

“Me?”

“If you find Jae-hee, there’s a reward in it for you.”

The assemblyman tiptoed and peeked desperately behind the counter.

But the Executor snorted as if the proposal was absurd.

It seemed the assemblyman didn’t know who he was dealing with.

She was a leader of Ilshim, someone the association watched so closely.

The Executor placed her cigarette stub on the counter.

Then leisurely leaned her head toward the area he mentioned.

“...?”

Soon, a black shadow loomed over me and Jae-hee.

Before long, I was face-to-face with the Executor I had so longed for.

I mouthed my plea.

“Save me.”

The Executor furrowed her brow at the sight.

Me, lying with my uniform completely undone.

The girl pressing her body against mine, her skirt half-off.

Her slender hand slipping inside my underwear.

Even for the killer Executor, the scene seemed bewildering.

When Jae-hee met the Executor’s red eyes, she hid her face behind my hair.

Then she pressed her body even closer to me, shyly covering her exposed chest.

The sensation of flesh brushing against me was unmistakable.

I shrank, feeling like I’d been caught watching an adult video by my older sister.

Even though I was clearly the victim.

The Executor responded by calmly relaxing her expression.

Then she lifted her head to look at the assemblyman.

“Is she there?”

The assemblyman asked with confident eyes.

But the killer’s response was entirely unexpected.

“No, there’s nothing.”

Her calm face caused the assemblyman to frown.

He completely loosened his already slack tie.

“This won’t do. I’ll check for myself.”

The assemblyman stepped into the shop hallway.

Then the Executor, with her drowsy red eyes, asked him.

“What time is it?”

At the sudden question, the assemblyman looked puzzled.

Then, perhaps remembering the watch on his arm, he lowered his head.

“It’s midnight?”

“The shop is closed. Come back tomorrow.”

At the Executor’s words, the assemblyman’s expression twisted.

“Then who are you to be here? Are you the owner of this place?”

“Well, since 80% of this place’s shares are already mine, I guess that makes me the owner.”

The Executor smiled faintly.

Seeing that smile, the assemblyman fell deep into thought.

Soon, his twisted face straightened.

He had realized her intent in rejecting him so indirectly over something that didn’t even concern her.

“Ah—so that’s how it is.”

He smiled faintly, just like the Executor.

“Women, you know, are truly difficult.”

The assemblyman removed his thick watch.

Then lightly tossed it onto the table.

“They always make things difficult, even when being honest could make things better.”

His sly voice turned unusually serious.

Almost like when he dealt with women in private rooms.

“Step aside.”

At the sound of that voice, Jae-hee hiccupped.

Thanks to that, the thickening pheromones began to dissipate.

In contrast, the Executor’s face remained calm.

Her red eyes stared straight at the assemblyman.

At the sight of that chilling hue, the assemblyman’s thick jaw quivered.

It was the first time he had seen such a grotesque gaze.

Her face was like that of a woman’s but with reptilian eyes embedded in it.

Yet, as a member of the Association, even he could not back down.

He raised his hand and signaled his bodyguard hunters.

After all, it was just one woman.

He believed himself better at handling women than anyone.

But that arrogant belief would end today.

Two hunters approached the Executor.

Though they flinched at the unpleasant scent, they soon focused on their opponent.

The man was a swordsman.

The woman, a spear fighter.

Both were Rankers.

“I remember now, those red eyes. Was it 85th place, the Executor?”

The swordsman asked.

“Association Rankers, huh? Leeching off a perverted assemblyman obsessed with minors. What a way to live.”

The Executor crossed her arms and ridiculed them.

At this, the spear-wielding woman cut in as if to counter her.

“Is there even such a thing as law left in this world?”

“Right, there isn’t. Thanks to that, people like me can live quite comfortably.”

The Executor smirked with satisfaction and shrugged.

The two Rankers charged forward.

They aimed to subdue the insolent 85th-place Ranker.

The swordsman’s blade aimed for the Executor’s head.

The spearwoman’s weapon lunged toward her side.

Yet, the Executor didn’t move.

She simply stared straight at their trajectory as they rushed at her.

In that fleeting moment.

Someone dropped from the ceiling, stomping on the sword.

Another figure emerged from the ground, grabbing the spear.

“Yes, I’m a lower-tier Ranker, 85th place.”

The Executor placed her hand over her face.

Then she gripped her facial features tightly.

She clawed at her own flesh.

And a familiar face came into view.

It was the face of a man Anna had once slashed in a single stroke.

From the start, the Executor had not come here in person.

“But what if all of my dolls were Rankers too?”

The soft voice of a woman came from the man’s face.

That eerie mismatch sent chills through the shop.



Ranking: Formerly 61st place.

Occupation: Association-affiliated killer.



Ranking: Formerly 67th place.

Occupation: Association-affiliated raid tank.



Ranking: Formerly 68th place.

Occupation: Association-affiliated boxing champion.

They all had died in the war between Ilshim and the Association.

And now, they had become the Executor’s flesh puppets.

The reason she hadn’t reacted to Jae-hee’s pheromones.

That was because this wasn’t the real Executor but a human dummy.

The Rankers’ faces twisted entirely.

They all recognized the Executor’s dolls.

“Dae-hyuk…?”

The swordsman asked the dummy rising from the ground.

But the dummy gave no answer.

The spearwoman was no different.

She raised her visor, seemingly unable to believe the boxer in front of her.

The two Rankers faced the grotesque corpses of their former comrades, stitched together from flesh.

“Well, it seems like everyone’s familiar with each other.”

Seok-hyun, mimicking the real Executor, said with a grin.

He knew them, after all.

Ilshim and the Association had clashed countless times, so the Association’s Rankers had been thoroughly investigated.

And she had been collecting the bodies of the Association Rankers she killed.

“But it’s strange. If they were your comrades, where were you when they died?”

Seok-hyun asked with a faint smile.

The Rankers gave no reply.

They merely glared at Seok-hyun with resentful eyes.

Even though he wasn’t the real Executor.

In response, Seok-hyun spoke again.

Boldly.

“You probably abandoned them and fled the battlefield, didn’t you?”

At those words, the Rankers lost their composure.

They charged at the advancing dummies.

Seok-hyun gestured like a conductor leading an orchestra.

At his signal, the flesh puppets twisted their bodies and charged as if dancing.

Toward the comrades who had abandoned them.


  
    Chapter 31 Catharsis 7

    Catharsis 7  

“---!”  

The tanker dummy threw a punch at its former comrade.  

Due to its massive fist, made of intertwining flesh, the swordsman looked as small as a child.  

However, he was also a formidable ranker, ranked 58th.  

Barely dodging the punch, he climbed up the dummy’s arm to its shoulder with ease.  

Soon, he raised his sword toward the dummy's neck.  

Seeing this, Seok-hyun gestured as if controlling the tanker.  

The dummy then grabbed the swordsman’s leg and slammed him to the ground.  

Crashed to the ground, he clutched his shoulder and barely managed to stand.  

In contrast, the dummy showed no signs of pain.  

For it no longer possessed the sensation of touch.  

The tanker doll crouched low on the dented ground.  

Then it leapt toward the ranker with powerful momentum.  

Its heavy shoulder was about to collide with the swordsman.  

But he started running toward the dummy instead.  

Seok-hyun frowned at this unexpected action.  

He wondered if the ranker had lost his mind, overwhelmed by the shock of seeing his dead comrades.  

Just before he collided with the dummy,  

the swordsman gracefully leaped into the air.  

Rotating midair, he slashed down at the dummy’s neck.  

It was reminiscent of Ji-soo noona’s swordsmanship.  

The tanker’s neck, with nerves protruding, split open.  

Soon, black oil gushed out.  

The unpleasant liquid sprayed everywhere, splattering across the surroundings.  

As the ground turned completely black, the tanker dummy ceased its movements.  

“...”  

The swordsman, as if fulfilling his role, looked toward his spear-wielding comrade.  

She, holding a massive barbed spear, was in a standoff with the boxer.  

The two had once been close enough to hunt third-grade monsters together.  

They were the kind of pair who would blush just by looking at each other.  

But that innocent relationship had ended completely due to the war with Ilshim.  

The boxer had sacrificed himself to save the spearman in a moment of crisis.  

The price of that sacrifice was devastating.  

His face, half-blown off, was stitched back together with flesh.  

But the boxer did not truly come back to life.  

He had died instantly when the back of his head exploded, and now he was merely a doll of the Executor.  

The boxer charged madly to close the distance with the spearman.  

Even with a dead body, instincts remained.  

Facing that familiar stance, the spearman also raised her spear immediately.  

She skillfully retreated, maintaining her distance from him.  

Then, as he threw a punch, she struck at the foot he planted.  

But that was a strategy that worked only on living opponents.  

The boxer twisted his leg grotesquely yet still threw his punch.  

He relentlessly struck the spearman’s helmet.  

The dented helmet caused her to stagger.  

But she quickly regained her composure and aimed at his side.  

When the legs faltered, movements inevitably slowed.  

As the boxer threw his next punch, he failed to block the decisive blow.  

“...”  

It was undoubtedly a perfect strike.  

His body was pierced, and black blood dripped from the spear.  

But he was no ordinary doll of flesh.  

As if understanding the habits of the woman he tried to protect, he grabbed the spear embedded in his body.  

And very slowly, he approached her despite being impaled.  

The ranker’s expression as she watched was miserable.  

It was as if she were seeing her first monster five years ago—fearful and full of despair.  

“---!”  

The woman screamed.  

But her scream was closer to a wail.  

She resented the Executor for using such a horrifying technique.  

Fueled by that emotion, the ranker yanked the spear out with explosive strength.  

Then she struck the boxer’s head with the heavy spear blade.  

The carefully stitched head split completely in half.  

The boxer doll soon spurted black oil like the tanker dummy.  

Covered in that oil, the spearman shouted.  

“Executor, you f***ing b****, where are you?”  

Her voice was as torn as her lover’s split neck.  

“Come out, you cowardly bastard!”  

The ranker’s shout echoed through the inn.  

The assemblyman observing the scene cleared his throat awkwardly.  

The swordsman also resented the Executor.  

He placed his trembling hand on the dummy he had killed.  

He desperately searched for traces of his comrade in the dummy.  

But the doll was merely wearing Kang Dae-hyuk’s skin.  

Its crushed appearance tore at the swordsman’s heart.  

“...”  

I held my breath behind the bar counter.  

So, had the Executor lost...?  

After all, the dummies were all subdued, leaving only Seok-hyun.  

And even he had been cut down by Anna in the past, so it was uncertain if he could win.  

Uneasy, I lowered my head.  

And I looked down at Jae-hee, who was clinging to me.  

“...?”  

I wondered why she was so unusually quiet.  

The idol girl was passed out cold, as if someone had struck her.  

And soon I realized who had knocked her out.  

It was none other than the Executor.  

Red eyes and exquisite features.  

This time, it was truly her.  

“Exec...”  

I called her name with a hint of relief.  

But she clamped her hand over my lips, telling me to be quiet.  

“Stay silent. They don’t know I’m here.”  

At her serious tone, I nodded repeatedly.  

Then the red-eyed killer leaned close to me.  

And she embraced me softly.  

“Uh...?”  

Just being hugged now sent chills down my spine.  

After Jae-hee earlier and repeated impure contact, my body had become overly sensitive.  

I could feel the cold breath of the Executor on my neck.  

Shivering from the chill, I trembled.  

“Stay still like this.”  

I wanted to ask why.  

But I kept my mouth shut and gently placed my hands on her back.  

Soon, flesh rose around us like an igloo.  

The three of us gradually disappeared into the darkness.  

The swordsman touched the tanker dummy’s face.  

The once-silent doll twitched and grabbed the swordsman’s arm.  

The ranker panicked as the flesh stuck to his arm like clay.  

The more he tried to pull free, the more the dummy clung to him.  

The spearman was no exception.  

She held the dead boxer in her arms.  

As if forgiving the ranker, the boxer dummy also embraced her.  

But he began to strangle her to the point of suffocation.  

Soon, the two dolls’ bodies began to swell.  

Even their vaguely human appearances became completely distorted.  

The rankers knew what that meant.  

Even the assemblyman, ignorant of combat, understood.  

The middle-aged man began to retreat hastily.  

Then, remembering the gold watch he left behind, he returned to grab it.  

The spearman gazed at her bound lover.  

As his face melted away, his lips quivered.  

His lips spoke.  

“I’m sorry, Su-rin.”  

That was all.  

After those six words, a strong light burst from his mouth.  

Soon, the two dolls exploded along with the comrades who abandoned them.  

Their skin completely burst and splattered onto the walls of the inn.  

The flesh barrier also shook violently.  

The aftermath of the explosion sent debris flying like bullets in all directions.  

The barrier blocked most of the debris.  

But it wasn’t enough.  

The wall of flesh began to twist grotesquely and was soon pierced by the shards.  

A sharp fragment narrowly missed my ear.  

The chilling sensation made me let out a brief gasp.  

The Executor’s expression wasn’t good either.  

She was pouring all her focus into maintaining the barrier.  

Her chest began to tremble.  

I could hear the grinding of her teeth.  

I wanted to help her.  

Somehow.  

It would definitely be dangerous if she found out I wasn’t as powerless as I seemed.  

But I couldn’t stand idly by while she exerted so much effort for us.  

I focused my mind.  

I recalled the past, when I wanted to help my comrades.  

Remember that feeling.  

I stretched out my hands.  

The only ability I had—Angelic Hand.  

What was its primal force again?  

It was ‘heal.’  

Healing fundamentally regenerates damaged cells.  

And the Executor’s barrier was clearly made of cellular flesh.  

I opened my eyes wide and breathed life into the flesh.  

Even as the debris tore and burst, I kept regenerating, again and again.  

Until the Executor no longer trembled.  

“...”  

How much time had passed?  

The world outside the barrier had grown quiet.  

The Executor, assuming it was safe, withdrew the flesh.  

Soon, the inn, now shrouded in acrid smoke, was revealed.  

As the smoke cleared, my mouth involuntarily fell open.  

The roof had been blown away, exposing the night sky.  

The hall was completely destroyed, left as empty as a field.  

“Damn it.”  

The thought I’d only kept in my mind slipped out.  

The Executor let out a deep sigh at the dreadful scene.  

“The money I was supposed to collect is all gone now.”  

She staggered to her feet.  

Then she checked on the rankers from the association and the assemblyman’s condition.  

“As I expected...”  

She nodded as if she had anticipated it.  

I peeked out and looked toward where the dummies had been.  

The traces of their burst flesh remained, but the rankers were nowhere to be seen.  

“They escaped. He cut off his arm, and she endured the explosion by sheer force.”  

The Executor spoke nonchalantly and pulled out a cigarette.  

She lit it using the remaining embers from the explosion.  

“You’re really something else.”  

I looked up at her in amazement.  

I had never witnessed such a tremendous battle in my life.  

“What, surprised?”  

Even though their ranks were around 50th, the Executor was only ranked 85th.  

How could she be so overwhelming?  

“I used to be ranked 7th. Well, unofficially.”  

She smirked as if amused by my reaction.  

“7th, really...?”  

So she was once one of the seven strongest in Korea.  

I couldn’t even begin to imagine it.  

“I made a dummy out of the body of a former 5th-rank. Thanks to that, I had some fun fighting the association.”  

The Executor exhaled a puff of smoke.  

She stared blankly into the past, seemingly nostalgic for her glory days, before coughing lightly.  

Now relaxed, she leaned gently on my shoulder.  

I was startled by the gesture.  

The red-eyed woman’s face turned slightly red.  

She gazed up at me with a sultry look.  

I never imagined her fierce red eyes could feel seductive.  

I shut my eyes tightly, trying to dispel the strange atmosphere.  

The Executor whispered to me.  

“You did well earlier.”  

“What, what did I do...”  

The Executor stared at my face with a half-lidded gaze.  

“That heal, of course.”  

I thought she wouldn’t notice in the darkness of the barrier...  

But of course, she knew.  

“You had a hidden ability, didn’t you?”  

“Well, just a light healing skill...”  

I murmured in resignation.  

“Only healing, really?”  

Her sharp reptilian eyes seemed to see through me.  

I swallowed nervously and avoided her gaze.  

Then, I mumbled softly.  

“Yeah, really.”  

Another lie.  

I couldn’t tell her that I had glimpsed her painful memories.  

“I’ll believe you...”  

The Executor poked my cheek with her finger, as if finding my downcast expression cute.  

Perhaps disliking the subdued mood, she asked with a sly smile.  

“So, did you enjoy it earlier?”  

“What are you talking about now?”  

“At the bar counter, cuddling with that idol girl, all cozy.”  

I flared up at her comment.  

There had been reasons, but I didn’t know how to explain it from the start.  

“I’m the victim here! I didn’t enjoy it at all!”  

As I turned my head away in frustration, the Executor brushed her fingers along my neck.  

The touch was sensually teasing.  

“For someone who didn’t enjoy it, your expression was pretty suggestive.”  

“If you’d been caught by that scent, you’d know! It’s really beyond—”  

The Executor chuckled softly, as if intoxicated.  

I hadn’t known she could make such an expression.  

“Well, I admit it. It did warm me up for the first time in a while.”  

“What did you just say?”  

The Executor glanced at Jae-hee, who was still unconscious.  

After confirming she was still asleep, the Executor pushed me against the wall.  

I was flustered by her sudden change in demeanor.  

It felt like being coiled by a red snake, cold and suffocating.  

The Executor’s breath drew closer.  

But then she abruptly stopped.  

“You’re way too defenseless.”  

She pinched the strap of my bra.  

Gently, she slid the fallen strap back onto my shoulder.  

Then, as if nothing had happened, the Executor stood up.  

She casually dusted off her knees.  

But I knew.  

Her breath, which had always been cold, was unusually warm just moments ago.  

Jae-hee’s abilities were truly astonishing.  
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    Catharsis 8  

I had a pleasant dream.  

It wasn’t a dream where I was being overpowered by someone but rather one where I was overpowering someone else.  

In that dream, I thoroughly indulged in my opponent.  

The feeling of flesh moving as I manipulated it was truly ecstatic.  

A relationship where I could take the lead.  

That was the mature life I had been yearning for.  

I woke up envisioning that life.  

The vast night sky stretched endlessly before me.  

The store, bathed in the bright moonlight, came into view.  

I slowly raised my head in that place.  

"..."  

The first thing that caught my eye was an unfamiliar woman.  

She had sleek black hair and red eyes.  

She was resting her chin on her hand, staring intently at me as I slept.  

"You're awake, huh?"  

The woman turned her head toward the counter.  

Following her gaze, I looked toward the bar table.  

There sat the woman I had thoroughly touched in my dream.  

She flinched when she heard that I had woken up.  

Then, with a somewhat tense expression, she greeted me.  

Could it be that she wore that expression because I tormented her so much?  

My head throbbed.  

Now that I think about it, when was the last time I emitted pheromones for this long?  

Probably when I killed the CEO’s bodyguards.  

And yet, she had managed to survive.  

That’s a relief...  

After that relief, a wave of embarrassment washed over me.  

I felt nothing but guilt toward the woman who must have suffered from my disgraceful behavior.  

But back then, I wasn’t in my right mind either.  

I was running away from the Assemblyman.  

Wandering the streets in search of traces of Anna, my only salvation.  

And the place I arrived at was this inn.  

There was a woman, cleaning a glass alone, who seemed easy to approach.  

At first, I just thought I’d drink some alcohol she’d serve me.  

I couldn’t bear my situation sober.  

But soon, when I sensed Anna’s scent on her...  

I felt envious of her.  

I couldn’t believe that someone so seemingly ordinary had monopolized Anna’s love.  

I intended to torment her for that...  

I never imagined I’d get intoxicated by my own pheromones.  

Still... it felt good, undeniably.  

The sensation of touching her skin was truly enjoyable.  

Thanks to that, I was able to ease my jealousy of Anna a little.  

Anna must have left her scent on her because she liked that part of her.  

It would be really fun to meet the three of us together someday.  

"Hey."  

As I was lost in such thoughts, someone spoke to me in a cold voice.  

It was the woman with red eyes I first saw when I woke up.  

She asked sharply as if interrogating me.  

"Is it true that you were the one who went after Si-ho first?"  

"..."  

I couldn’t answer.  

Because no matter the reason, it was true.  

And her piercing gaze was so intimidating it froze me in place.  

"Oh my, it was true?"  

The woman turned to Si-ho with an incredulous expression.  

Then, Si-ho clenched the dishcloth in her hand with an indignant face.  

"It’s true, I said!"  

"Si-ho, you’re so lucky. A celebrity coming onto you first. Is that why you were so willing?"  

Si-ho sighed heavily as she rinsed a lime.  

The woman smirked and turned her gaze back to me.  

"Do you know who I am?"  

"No..."  

"Your former CEO probably knows me well. They called me the Executor of Ilshim."  

Hearing that name sent chills down my spine.  

Who wouldn’t know the Executor?  

Even the godlike CEO shuddered at the mention of her name.  

The CEO, who owed debts to multiple guilds, would go into a fit whenever Ilshim or Counters were mentioned.  

"That... lunatic killer who stitches corpses together?"  

"Calling me a lunatic to my face, huh."  

The Executor chuckled as if she couldn’t believe my audacity.  

Then, pressing her hand against my forehead, she spoke.  

"Looking at you, you really are just a kid. Earlier on the bar floor, though..."  

"Ah, stop talking about that!"  

Si-ho cut off the Executor mid-sentence.  

I never imagined that the woman I had touched so much could speak so confidently to a ranker.  

"Are you going to kill me too, like the CEO?"  

I looked up through the fingers pressing against my forehead.  

Her red eyes glinted sharply.  

"Well... judging by your looks, you’d make a lovely doll if I stitched your flesh together."  

The Executor narrowed her eyes as she ran her palm down my hair.  

Hearing that, I instinctively clamped my thighs together.  

I had destroyed her domain, summoned the Assemblyman, and even caused a major conflict, so I couldn’t argue if she killed me.  

"It’s a joke. Honestly, this little inn was already in so much debt it wouldn’t have been strange if it had gone under."  

Contrary to my expectations, warm words came from her lips.  

Bathed in the faint moonlight, the Executor smiled softly.  

I thought that smile was quite beautiful.  

Like an actor I had occasionally seen at the broadcasting station.  

I wondered if most killers were this stunning.  

Both Anna and this woman...  

At least the people killed by them wouldn’t die with grimaces on their faces.  

"Let’s rebuild this place. Make it more like a proper cocktail bar."  

"That’s a good idea."  

Si-ho approached, wobbling slightly.  

She struggled to bring over a table with legs still intact.  

Her struggling figure was so adorable it made me want to touch her more.  

"But seriously, what was up with you when you first came here? I thought you were absolutely insane."  

It made sense.  

Back then, I wasn’t even in a state of mind to remember things clearly.  

"Actually..."  

I paused to gather my thoughts.  

The prolonged use of pheromones had left my head spinning.  

The two women looked at me with faint curiosity.  

Thanks to that, I found the courage to speak.  

"I drank alcohol..."  

"Really? You didn’t seem that drunk."  

Si-ho tilted her head curiously.  

"Yes, it was just a glass of champagne."  

"That drink was given to me by the Assemblyman during dinner. After the former CEO was killed by Anna, the Assemblyman took over his position."  

"He only took over the company because of me. He enjoyed playing with women under the influence of my scent."  

My hands, clasped on my lap, trembled uncontrollably.  

Si-ho gently covered them with her warm hands.  

Thanks to her, I was able to recall the horrifying past once more.  

"He always dragged me to room salons and made me release pheromones in the neighboring rooms. He even tried to assault me on the day I turned legal."  

I stared blankly at the night sky.  

The crescent moon hung melancholically tilted.  

"Today must’ve been that day. The champagne he gave me was laced with drugs."  

Si-ho’s face twisted.  

She realized that the girl who had come on to her earlier had been under the influence of drugs.  

"After drinking half of the drugged champagne, I felt something wrong with my body. So I ran out of the venue under the pretense of going to the bathroom."  

Si-ho nodded calmly.  

"And that’s how you ended up here."  

"Yes. I followed the faint traces of Anna, who once saved me. I was planning to die here while surrounded by her lingering scent."  

"And then you saw me, who had a strong trace of her scent?"  

Si-ho asked, her face full of fear.  

I nodded in response.  

"That explains why you seemed a bit off."  

She exhaled deeply.  

"But earlier, on the bar floor, I was being sincere."  

I teased her with a sly smile.  

In response, Si-ho scooted her chair back like a cat meeting its natural enemy.  

Her reaction was so adorable it was hard to believe she was older than me.  

But soon, I had to acknowledge that she was far more mature than I was.  

Even after my teasing, she continued to look at me with genuine concern.  

"It must’ve been tough."  

She draped my fallen jacket over my lap.  

"Do your parents know about all this?"  

At the mention of my parents, my throat tightened.  

But I forced myself to speak because it was a story that had to be told.  

"My mother was injured during the monster crisis and is still in the hospital."  

"She says she waits to see me on TV. That’s her only joy."  

"I wonder what kind of expression she’ll make when breaking news about my expulsion from Aimer appears."  

When I hung my head low, Si-ho spoke.  

"Don't try to handle everything alone."  

"But I’ll be an adult soon. And I’m an idol too. If I can’t endure even this kind of humiliation..."  

I stared at her quietly.  

The beauty mark under her eye seemed to furrow as if in anger.  

"You did nothing wrong. Reporting injustice and seeking help is also a mature thing to do."  

Si-ho’s serious words left me speechless.  

Is that so?  

Is knowing how to ask for help also a sign of maturity?  

When I was under the CEO, I was taught that to adapt to society, I had to endure unfairness.  

It’s confusing.  

As I wrestled with my thoughts, the older sister asked the Executor.  

If there was any way to help me.  

The Executor crossed her arms and fell silent for a moment.  

"There’s a way."  

She pointed her lighter toward my face.  

"An assemblyman who forced sexual favors on an idol, the idol who fled, the bartender who saved her, and an Ilshim executive."  

She spoke as if reciting a newspaper article.  

"If this goes public, the Association’s image and our organization’s image will flip, don’t you think?"  

The lighter flicked on.  

The blue flame wavered.  

"Then I could get compensated for messing with those Association bastards and for the destruction of the inn. Plus, this girl wouldn’t be unfairly expelled from her group."  

The Executor, as if her calculations were done, slid the lighter into her pocket.  

"But will the Association so easily admit the truth..."  

"Do you have evidence?"  

"I do... I even paid a famous journalist to spread it."  

At the mention of a famous journalist, the Executor frowned.  

She must’ve been familiar with the notoriety of journalists.  

"Those trash journalists?"  

"Yes..."  

"They probably failed. No amateur could handle a big case like this."  

I nodded silently.  

The Executor smirked and pulled out her phone.  

"Contact me at this number later."  

She showed me a number written on her phone.  

"Who’s this...?"  

"He’s an old colleague of mine. Crazy guy who’s over 30 and still obsessed with idols."  

The Executor shook her head, seemingly annoyed at the mere thought of him.  

I slowly copied the number into my phone.  

"If you talk to him, he’ll probably arrange a press conference. He’s an Ilshim executive too."  

My chest ached.  

Had I ever been treated with such kindness by anyone before?  

In my life, adults always pretended to be kind while demanding something in return.  

But to think I’d receive such help from a killer of all people.  

"Thank you..."  

"But from the press conference onward, it’s on you. The Association will do everything to bury you."  

The Executor’s red eyes bore into me.  

But what scared me more than her gaze were the words "the Association."  

Could I really escape from the entity that calls itself the government?  

And even if I did, would I be able to continue being an idol?  

I’m scared.  

Scared and utterly anxious.  

I suddenly found myself standing at a crossroads.  

I hesitated in front of the path.  

I had never imagined a life where I was expelled from Aimer.  

If I left now, how would I cover Mom’s hospital bills?  

I had only just signed the contract...  

My lips trembled.  

I slowly glanced back and forth between the Executor and Si-ho.  

I let out a deep sigh.  

But I still had to make a choice.  

"I..."  

I forced myself to swallow the lump in my throat.  

And I opened my mouth.  

"---."  

Just as I was about to make my choice.  

Si-ho softly held my hand.  

Under her warm touch, she spoke to me gently.  

"Take your time to think. Don’t rush your decision."  

She smiled faintly.  

Then she stood up, leaving warmth in my hand.  

"I’ll make you a cocktail."  

She walked slowly toward the counter.  

Then crouched down below the completely destroyed display.  

She pulled out a bottle of Bacardi.  

Could she be making Catharsis again?  

Just the thought of drinking that strong liquor again made me nervous.  

"Sorry, the store burned down, and this is the only fruit left..."  

Si-ho looked apologetic.  

In her hand was a lime she’d picked up from the floor.  

"It’s fine. Once it’s in your mouth, it’s all the same."  

The Executor cut in cynically.  

Si-ho mumbled, "It’ll be fine, right...?" like a worried animal.  

She perched herself on the scorched counter.  

Then crossed her long, slender legs.  

The slacks she wore looked ready to burst at the seams.  

I stared blankly at the sight of her skin.  

Soon, she gracefully picked up the shaker while still seated.  

And under the moonlight, she began shaking it slowly.  

It was lively, like playing an instrument.  

Unlike the time when she was defenseless against me, her movements were full of strength and rhythm.  

In the chilled shaker with ice.  

One ounce of smooth white rum.  

0.5 ounces of amber Disaronno.  

0.5 ounces of lime juice.  

She added them one by one and shook them for ten seconds.  

Then poured it lightly into a martini glass.  

The golden liquid cascaded into the glass under the moonlight.  

  

Rating: ★★★★ (Perfect)  

Effect: Increases composure by 10.  

Info: A variation of Catharsis. Used white rum instead of the strong Bacardi 151.  

Shaking neutralized the harsh alcohol.  

A drink made with care and encouragement for a young girl stepping into adulthood.  

No garnish is needed.  

Because it’s already perfect.  

"Catharsis for Idol, here you go."  

The golden glass was placed on the charred table.  

The contrast between the blackened table and the golden cocktail naturally drew attention.  

I lowered my head and stared intently at the cocktail.  

In the reflection of the golden liquid, I could see Si-ho’s face.  

Like me, she was admiring the beautiful color of the cocktail.  

The cool, composed face from earlier was gone, replaced by a pure, childlike expression.  

I thought, maybe the person I admired could change for the first time.  

From Anna to someone else.  

The thought made me chuckle softly.  

Unaware of my feelings, Si-ho tilted her head in confusion.  

"Thanks for the drink, unni."  

I grabbed the glass.  

And slowly brought it to my lips.  

The soft, sweet rum moistened my tongue.  

The almond aftertaste filled my mouth.  

Finished with a tangy hint of lime juice.  

It was delicious.  

It was different from the harsh alcohol I’d had before.  

Delicate and subtle.  

And I realized I still loved flavors like this over strong drinks.  

When that realization hit me.  

My eyes brimmed with tears.  

I was startled by the emotion I hadn’t felt in so long.  

Since becoming an idol trainee, I have almost never cried properly.  

If I cried, my makeup would smudge.  

If my makeup smudged, people would notice, and strange rumors would spread.  

Other members would whisper, and the CEO would give me a disapproving look.  

So I worked hard not to cry...  

But for some reason, I couldn’t hold back now.  



  
    Chapter 33 Tonkatsu 1

    Tonkatsu 1  

“Thank you so much for the drinks.”  

Sang-moon of Ilshim bowed politely to me.  

I bowed my head deeply in response.  

“Thank you for helping with the reconstruction of the shop... I'm really grateful.”  

The burned-down shop was filled with members of the Executor’s organization.  

They climbed ladders themselves to reinforce the roof and worked on the floor.  

Most companies avoided accepting requests for shops under Ilshim’s protection due to concerns about the Association's oversight.  

Thanks to that, Ilshim's members had become versatile workers.  

Though I had hammered some nails during my time in the military, these people were nearly professionals.  

All I could do was hand them cocktails one by one.  

“Once we finish the plastering, it’ll mostly be done, so you can leave.”  

“Is that okay...? It feels irresponsible of me...”  

“This isn’t something a woman should be doing. The smell of chemicals is strong...”  

The word ‘woman’ froze my thoughts for a moment.  

While I was reacting to that, Sang-moon turned to start giving orders for the plasterwork.  

Feeling frustrated, he eventually ran to the field himself.  

Left alone, I could only watch him blankly.  

Is that so?  

Am I now someone who shouldn’t be doing this kind of work?  

A sour taste lingered in my mouth.  

I rolled it over my tongue as I walked out of the shop, feeling desolate.  

On my way out, I almost bumped into a member of the organization.  

He hadn’t noticed me because he was carrying a bag of concrete on his shoulder.  

“Sorry...”  

“No, it’s okay.”  

I hurriedly left the shop.  

I deeply understood Sang-moon’s words.  

I wandered the streets alone.  

With the sudden free time, I could think about many things.  

Should I go shopping?  

I’d used up the last of the vegetables at home, so there’d likely be nothing to eat when I returned.  

“Now that I think about it... Didn’t a department store recently open?”  

I took out my phone.  

I searched for the few department stores that had survived the monster crisis.  

Gasan.  

It was close to Sindorim.  

Should I save money and walk there?  

Gripping the crossbody bag on my shoulder tightly, I started moving.  

Still, it should be relatively safe during the day.  

Unless a monster suddenly appeared, of course.  

“---.”  

The sunlight blazed down on the road.  

Even though it was spring, a hot mirage shimmered on the asphalt.  

I wiped the sweat off my hand.  

Wait, was the department store this far away...?  

I was sure this kind of distance used to feel like nothing when I walked.  

Now, no matter how much I moved my legs, it took forever.  

“Should I take a taxi...”  

I stared intently at the road.  

A black taxi appeared at the intersection.  

Black taxis were originally meant for the wealthy, and in today’s anarchic times, the base fare was a whopping 20,000 won.  

Spending 20,000 won on a taxi just to go grocery shopping?  

Ridiculous.  

I sighed deeply.  

And I looked at an old car proudly standing on the wide road.  

Not just an ‘old car.’  

Its sleek, milky-white body bore a striking Jaguar emblem on the front.  

Even though it was old, it was undoubtedly an expensive car.  

Someone driving such a car in these times must be at least an Association assemblyman or a corporate head.  

I looked at the person sitting alone in the driver’s seat.  

A woman with long black hair and sunglasses.  

I stared at her profile.  

And then I realized that her face seemed familiar, as if I’d seen it somewhere before.  

Who was she?  

“---.”  

While I was lost in thought, the car’s window rolled down.  

The woman, who I’d only seen in profile, began looking directly at me.  

Did she notice me staring?  

I instinctively bowed my head deeply.  

What should I do...  

Surely she won’t confront me about staring at her, right?  

“Si-ho.”  

But then, an unexpected word came out of the woman’s mouth.  

She knew my name?  

And this voice...  

It was the Executor.  

She took off her sunglasses and asked me with a relaxed expression.  

“Why are you here when you should be busy with the shop’s restoration?”  

“Well, that’s...”  

“Don’t tell me, you dumped everything on my employees and came out to have fun?”  

She raised an eyebrow as she asked.  

I frantically shook my head.  

“No way... They said there wasn’t anything left for me to help with today, so I came out.”  

“Then where are you heading now?”  

“The department store...”  

I mumbled.  

At that, the Executor’s eyes narrowed.  

“Seems like you’ve made some money. Shopping leisurely, huh.”  

Her mocking tone made me flare up instead.  

I proudly shouted at her.  

“That’s not it! I’m just out of food at home...”  

At the mention of being out of food, the Executor stared intently at me.  

I gulped hard under her gaze.  

Clutching my crossbody bag tightly, I waited for her reply.  

“Get in.”  

“Huh...?”  

“I happen to need industrial glue, so I was heading there anyway.”  

She made a bold U-turn right on the road.  

And pulled her car up close to the sidewalk where I stood.  

The Executor’s unexpected kindness left me speechless.  

But when I heard the sound of the car unlocking, it snapped me back to reality.  

I hesitantly climbed into the passenger seat.  

It was hard to refuse after she had even made a U-turn for me.  

The first thing I noticed when I got in the car was the smell of leather.  

The rich, deep scent made me sniff involuntarily.  

Then I fixed my gaze stiffly forward.  

“---.”  

With a smooth engine sound, the car began moving forward.  

To think I had planned to walk such a long distance alone...  

Having a car is really nice.  

I wanted to say this exact thought to the Executor to ease the awkward mood.  

But my small body was frozen, staring straight ahead.  

The Executor seemed to notice my feelings as she reached for the audio system.  

“---.”  

The radio was playing a song.  

And I recognized the singer.  

Jae-hee.  

Or rather, JEI.  

She recently changed her stage name.  

Jae-hee exposed all the injustices through a press conference.  

Thanks to that, Aimer was completely dismantled.  

However, she didn’t feel disappointed.  

She transferred to Yellow Snake, the entertainment company under Ilshim, and recently debuted as a solo artist.  

The first single she released was this song.  

  

‘Hola’ means hello in Spanish.  

It’s a song to greet the public for the first time as an adult, they say.  

“---.”  

I was already familiar with that song.  

Jae was the first to tell me about her successful debut.  

Because of that, I ended up listening to the song countless times, even memorizing the lyrics.  

She threatened to bother me if I didn’t know the lyrics when she asked later.  

I’ll never forget the terrifying words she said about touching me once for every syllable I couldn’t remember.  

I unconsciously started humming the song.  

Then the Executor glanced down at me.  

“The song’s not bad.”  

“Yeah, it’s good.”  

“I didn’t think that punk Hwangsa could produce too...”  

The Executor clicked her tongue as if displeased.  

Hwangsa...?  

Could she mean that man I met on the stairs when I first went to Ilshim?  

The one who told me to watch out for the Executor’s sharp tongue...  

The thought of him, someone who looked more like a thug than anyone, being an idol producer is unimaginable.  

Come to think of it, the members of Ilshim’s organization all seem to have unexpected charms.  

Even the Executor, with her infamy and dazzling record, is surprisingly kind.  

Like how she’s giving me a ride right now.  

I looked up at her with admiration.  

“What is it... Why are you staring at me like that?”  

The Executor asked cynically, staring straight ahead.  

Then, seeming a bit flustered, she cleared her throat.  

“No, I just thought you were cool.”  

When I chuckled, the Executor tilted her head slightly in puzzlement.  

Then she switched lanes.  

“---!”  

As she changed lanes, a taxi suddenly cut us off and sped ahead.  

The luxurious steering wheel of the Jaguar XJ 12f the Executor was driving had to swerve sharply in response.  

“That bastard...”  

Her voice grew heavier.  

Soon, a chilling aura emanated from her, pressing against my shoulder.  

“You’re not planning to kill him, are you?”  

I asked nervously.  

The Executor immediately withdrew the menacing aura, looking incredulous.  

“Why would I kill him?”  

“Well... you’re a killer.”  

When I asked as if it were obvious, the woman with red eyes didn’t respond right away.  

It wasn’t until we entered the department store’s parking lot that she gave me an answer.  

“I don’t kill people unless it’s my business. I’m not like someone else.”  

I could immediately infer who she was referring to.  

“Anna...”  

When I seemed like I was about to speak on her behalf, the Executor cut me off.  

“She’s a psychopath who kills anyone she doesn’t like.”  

Well, if the Executor had ever lost a dummy because of Anna, it was natural for her to be angry.  

But I knew a bit about Anna’s past.  

I also knew she didn’t become like that by nature.  

“Still... there must’ve been a reason for her to end up that way. Not everyone is born bad...”  

As I murmured to myself, the Executor skillfully parked the car.  

Then she briskly pulled out the keys.  

For some reason, she seemed a bit upset.  

“That kind of vague kindness is why you keep suffering.”  

Her crimson eyes glowed faintly in the dim parking lot.  

In the past, those eyes used to terrify me.  

But now, I was gradually getting used to their color.  

Instead of looking like blood, they seemed fresh, like Red Eye.  

Thanks to that, I was able to meet her sharp gaze steadily.  

I squinted slightly and looked up at her.  

“Still, isn’t it because of this side of me that I was able to get close to you?”  

“Get close,” she said.  

The Executor frowned.  

Then, turning her head sharply, she yanked the door handle forcefully.  

But with an old car, pulling the handle didn’t automatically unlock the door.  

So the Executor had to yank the handle repeatedly before the door finally opened.  

Frustrated with herself, she walked ahead quickly.  

I tilted my head in confusion as I watched her.  

“Why is she angry?”  

I followed her into the department store.  

Then I stood right next to her as we waited for the elevator.  

Soon, the elevator stopped on the basement floor where the food section was located.  

The delicious aroma of food tickled my nose.  

I swallowed and glanced around at the spacious shops.  

The Executor turned her head toward where I was looking.  

“Did you skip lunch?”  

She asked in a cold tone.  

I slowly nodded.  

“Then grab something to eat before you go.”  

The Executor took the lead and looked at the kiosk.  

She flipped through screens showing pasta and tteokbokki without much interest.  

“Want pasta?”  

“No. That doesn’t fill you up.”  

I carefully raised my finger and tapped the Korean food section.  

“Spicy pork stir-fry.”  

“Bone soup with haejangguk.”  

“Pork cutlet.”  

“This is it. This is real food.”  

I smiled and nodded.  

But the woman sighed deeply, looking at my choice as if it were pathetic.  

“Your taste is so... old-fashioned.”  

“What’s wrong with it? I could live off just these three dishes forever.”  

When I spoke confidently, the Executor shook her head.  

“Judging by your appearance, I thought you’d go for something like rose tteokbokki.”  

“That’s for kids,” I said with a displeased expression.  

The Executor shrugged as if it were obvious.  

“Right, because you’re one of the kids these days too.”  

I couldn’t understand what she meant.  

What about my appearance made her think I’d like such cloying food?  

I tried to shake off her words and clicked on the pork cutlet option.  


  
    Chapter 34 Tonkatsu 2

    Tonkatsu 2

The sizzling sound of oil stimulated my ears.

Soon, the electronic display showed the number on the ticket I held.

I stood up cheerfully, following the sound.

The Executor rested her chin on her hand and stared at me.

On one hand, she held a bitter Americano.

As she drank the black coffee resembling her hair, she glanced down at the plate I brought.

"This is my first time eating out in ages—."

I smacked my lips and picked up a fork and knife.

I carefully sliced the meat in neat rows and columns.

"What's so delicious about something so greasy?"

Judging from her cynical tone, the Executor didn't seem to like donkatsu much.

"That's strange, I've never met anyone around me who disliked donkatsu."

I mumbled with a piece of meat tucked in one cheek.

The red-eyed killer glanced at my puffed cheek and chuckled.

"You're not a little boy—."

She cynically sneered at me.

Perhaps she just hadn't tasted good donkatsu in her life.

I decided to show her a 'new world of flavor.'

Cooking is similar to making cocktails.

Even with the same ingredients, the taste varies drastically depending on how you prepare them.

Especially with donkatsu.

I skewered the second-to-last piece from the edge with my fork.

The edge of the fried batter was incredibly crispy, while the center was soft and thin.

From experience, this piece was the most ideally delicious.

Now, I lightly drizzled demi-glace sauce on the piece with a spoon.

If you dunked it mindlessly in sauce, it would be too salty, overshadowing the meat's natural flavor.

Each careful touch like this determines the taste.

Then, I picked a bit of salad with chopsticks and placed it on top of the meat.



Grade: ★★★☆ (Epic)

Effect: It's delicious. Good food makes you happy.

Information: A notable combination of decent meat, batter, sauce, and vegetables.

"Here, try it."

Confidently, I offered the piece I'd prepared on the fork.

The Executor asked indifferently.

"Why are you putting so much effort into one bite of donkatsu?"

She seemed amused by how delicately I handled the small piece of meat.

As if I were a raccoon washing its food.

"Hey, if you haven't tried it, don't knock it—."

I looked up at her, urging her to trust me.

Then, I brought the fork closer to her lips.

The Executor seemed startled, as if she thought I was about to feed her directly.

As expected of a seasoned killer, she accurately read the situation.

I made a sound like a plane tracing an arc in the sky.

Hearing that, she quickly turned her head.

"If you don’t eat quickly, the salad on top will fall off."

I spoke as if a disaster alarm had sounded for the plane.

Finally, the killer sighed deeply.

She quietly glanced around her.

Although the restaurant had other customers, no one was seated near us.

Thanks to that, she could look at me blankly again.

Then she cautiously opened her mouth.

The donkatsu safely landed on her lips.

Soon, the crispy sound came from her mouth.

I looked up at her intently.

Then, with narrowed eyes, I asked with a bashful grin.

"How is it? It's delicious, isn't it?"

Curious about her reaction, I asked again and again.

This was a method I often used in the military, so there was no way it wouldn't taste good.

Even with bland military donkatsu, this long-standing tradition made it enjoyable.

With expectant eyes, I clenched my fists tightly.

"Well, it's not bad."

The red-eyed killer looked down at the girl smiling bashfully at her.

Then, she nonchalantly brushed off the crumbs of batter stuck to my lips with her hand.

"..."

Was it the sensation of that touch? My face grew hot.

Thanks to her fingers, which I had subconsciously allowed, my body shrank momentarily.

"Did you behave like this with Anna, too?"

"W-What are you talking about... I've only met her once."

Flustered by her sensual face and sudden question, I instinctively lied.

No matter how close we were, there was no need to mention my encounter with a fugitive.

Besides, since the Executor had lost her dummy to Anna, their relationship surely wasn’t good.

"Is that so?"

She responded to my answer and picked up her coffee again.

Then, she drained the coffee she had barely touched before.

"---."

The plate was clean.

In the past, even eating one whole piece left me feeling empty, but with this body, I was full after just one piece.

This girl's body certainly seemed more economical.

Of course, that was strictly speaking from a financial perspective.

I wiped my lips with a napkin and observed the Executor's mood.

She had quietly waited while I ate.

Then, out of boredom, she suddenly asked me a question.

"By the way, how old did you say you were?"

"Why are you asking about my age all of a sudden..."

"You obviously look young, but you’ve been casually dropping formalities. When we first met, you were busy being polite."

The Executor crossed her arms and looked down at me.

I reflexively almost blurted out "twenty-eight" but quickly shut my mouth.

That was my age as a man before I died.

"T-Twenty-one..."

"Unbelievable."

Hearing my age, the Executor let out a short laugh.

It turned out she was twenty-five years old.  

A full four years older than me.  

Since the Executor had such a youthful face, I hadn't paid attention, but it was a significant age gap.  

"From now on, call me 'unnie.'"  

The Executor ruffled my bangs.  

Thanks to her, my carefully straightened bob from the morning became a mess.  

"Why should I!"  

I shouted in bewilderment.  

'Unnie'? I'd never once used that word in my entire life.  

Besides, if you consider my age from my past life, I was the same age as the Executor.  

Of course, the Executor had no way of knowing my thoughts and simply chuckled before standing up.  

Then, without hesitation, she paid for the entire meal with her card.  

I stammered, telling her she didn’t have to do that, but the Executor waved it off.  

"It’s fine. I’ll probably have to go fix the shop again tomorrow, so consider it compensation."  

"That was because you were trying to protect me..."  

She didn’t even acknowledge my words.  

She just waved her hand and walked alone to the first floor.  

As if she didn’t want to hear any words of gratitude.  

I stared blankly at her retreating figure.  

And I thought.  

Maybe, despite her tough exterior, she was a better person than I had thought.  

Kind of like donkatsu.  

Crispy on the outside but soft on the inside...  

No, that's not quite right; comparing her to donkatsu feels too mundane for her lofty image.  

After the Executor’s silhouette disappeared, I leisurely headed toward the food section.  

The first thing that caught my eye was onions.  

Since I’d need to store them for a while, I figured thicker skins would be better.  

Muttering to myself, I sorted through the onion nets.  

That’s when I suddenly felt a peculiar gaze on me.  

I subtly turned my head toward the direction of the stare.  

There stood a woman who had been in front of the onion stand long before I arrived.  

Wearing a common cap and black mask.  

Her long legs were clad in work pants, and she had a fleece jacket.  

She looked like a celebrity shopping incognito to avoid public attention.  

With that kind of stature, maybe she was a model.  

She was staring down at the onions as if they were her sworn enemies.  

I tried to ignore her and continued choosing onions.  

The ones with pointy tops were male onions.  

The small ones with firm tops were female onions.  

Female onions were generally sweeter and tastier.  

I reached out to grab a net of onions.  

That’s when another hand suddenly invaded.  

It was the woman next to me.  

She started snatching every onion net I reached for and tossing them into her basket.  

Seriously, what the heck...  

Before I knew it, her basket was piled high with onions.  

Even the weight, which looked difficult for one person to carry, was easily lifted with one hand.  

I quickly grabbed one net before she could take it and hurriedly moved away from her.  

Even as I left, I could feel her gaze on the back of my head.  

What a strange person.  

After finally escaping to another corner, I went to buy eggs.  

"Two hundred thousand won for a pack of eggs..."  

With the supply chain wrecked due to the monster incidents, egg prices had skyrocketed.  

I had to choose the cheapest and tastiest option among them.  

I pressed my lips together and thought hard.  

"…?"  

But once again, I felt a familiar gaze.  

It was the onion enthusiast.  

This was odd.  

I had clearly left earlier, so how did she beat me to the egg section?  

I cleared my throat and resumed choosing eggs.  

Then her antics began again.  

She swept up all the egg packs of the brand I was picking.  

Before long, her hands were full of nothing but eggs and onions.  

It seemed like she intended to mimic everything I bought.  

I found her behavior oddly cute.  

She reminded me of a child imitating an adult.  

Although she was much taller than me...  

I decided to test it out.  

To see if she really would buy everything I did.  

Resolving myself, I swiftly moved past the corner.  

Then I headed straight for the cooking oil section.  

"As expected...!"  

She followed the exact path I took.  

Before she could reach me, I quickly grabbed a bottle of olive oil.  

Then I hid the brand among the onions in my basket.  

I was curious to see how she’d react.  

As expected, she seemed flustered.  

But soon, she diligently scanned my basket and spotted the olive oil.  

"..."  

Eventually, she picked a bottle of olive oil that looked similar to mine.  

But it wasn’t for cooking.  

The label was purple, indicating it was for salad dressing.  

If she tried cooking with that, all the vegetables would burn.  

I decided to let her know and moved closer.  

But she stepped back as if trying to keep her distance from me.  

It felt like dealing with a wild animal curious about food but unwilling to make contact.  

How should I explain this...?  

I racked my brain.  

And came up with one solution.  

"Whew—almost made a mistake."  

Talking to myself to deliver the message.  

I mumbled awkwardly with exaggerated acting.  

"The labels are so similar, I almost bought the salad dressing by mistake—."  

She glanced down at the bottle in her hands.  

"If you cook with salad dressing, everything burns—thank goodness I noticed!"  

Hearing my clumsy monologue, she quickly swapped out the olive oil.  

I turned my head, unable to hold back my laughter.  

And silently chuckled to myself like a madwoman.  

Even the mole under my eye shifted with my laughter.  

But seriously, what was she planning to do with all those onions and eggs?  

The only thing you could make with that was...  

Egg fried rice, at best.  
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The woman who picked up the olive oil glanced back at me.  

She left with a sharp glare before walking away leisurely.  

Why is her expression like that after I helped her...  

I tried to forget about the strange woman and finished my shopping.  

Struggling with heavy bags, I dragged them to the first-floor lobby.  

Then I sat on a bench and zoned out until the Executor returned.  

A faint analog game sound came from somewhere far away.  

I turned my head in that direction.  

"---."  

It was around the corner.  

Hearing the repeated "Too bad, better luck next time," it seemed to be a claw machine.  

The sound was familiar to me.  

In fact, it was so familiar it felt nostalgic.  

Because I had memories of enjoying claw machines with Ji-soo noona in the past.  

Was it in Hongdae?  

Our one-on-one meeting had been awkward, so we’d brainstormed what to do to pass the time.  

After much deliberation, we ended up deciding on an arcade.  

Among the many games, we settled on claw machines since they felt familiar.  

Noona wasn’t really into console games, after all.  

I also thought claw machines were quite cost-effective.  

Even if you failed, there was always an ‘alternative reward’ to look forward to.  

The chance to get closer to the other person.  

With one grab of the claw, we could feel the full range of emotions—joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.  

And if we succeeded in grabbing something, a high-five came naturally.  

That high-five was noona and my first moment of physical contact.  

Recalling that memory, I found myself heading toward the claw machine.  

Turning this corner would reveal the machine.  

I leaned the bags against the wall and peeked out to see the claw machine.  

There wasn’t a couple like noona and me there, but just one person.  

The woman was intensely staring down at the machine, concentrating on moving the claw.  

Next to her were large boxes of onions and eggs leaning against the wall.  

"That’s the same woman from earlier..."  

I clung to the corner with both hands, staring blankly at her.  

She was so focused on the game she didn’t even notice my gaze.  

However, despite her focus, her technique didn’t seem particularly effective.  

All that came from the machine was the annoying taunt, "Oh no, too bad!"  

Even so, she kept feeding bills into the machine.  

You’d think she’d give up by now...  

I’d already seen her spend 5,000 won.  

At this rate, she’d soon surpass 10,000 won.  

"Too bad!"  

The machine’s relentless mocking continued.  

Frustrated, I slowly approached her.  

How could someone be so bad at this?  

When I stood right next to her, she glanced down at me.  

Then she refocused entirely on the claw.  

The trembling claw moved slowly.  

It already looked precarious.  

The claw stopped over a wolf plushie.  

When she pressed the button, the claw accurately descended onto the plushie’s head.  

But the claw slipped off the plushie’s head as if it were greased.  

That was one of the most common mistakes beginners made.  

The head was the most obvious target, so they instinctively went for it.  

"You’re not supposed to do it like that..."  

I muttered to myself.  

But the woman didn’t react at all to my distracting voice.  

She simply inserted another bill.  

Come to think of it, this machine costs 1,000 won per try.  

And she had already played it six times?  

I couldn’t tell if she was wealthy or just stubbornly determined.  

"Too bad!"  

By now, she had lost another 1,000 won.  

Seemingly irritated, she roughly shoved her hand into her pocket.  

Then she pulled out a crisp 10,000 won bill and inserted it into the machine.  

At this rate, she might end up breaking the machine.  

"Excuse me..."  

I called out quietly, and her dark eyes behind her mask turned toward me.  

Meeting her deep, lifeless pupils sent a chill down my spine.  

Out of habit, I rubbed my neck and avoided her gaze.  

Then, I mumbled hesitantly.  

"For plushies shaped like that wolf, it’s better to aim for the body. The head’s too big, so the claw slips off."  

She paused for a moment.  

Then, as if determined, she moved the claw directly toward the wolf’s tail.  

Ah, seriously, not there either.  

"Too bad!"  

The machine’s constant taunts were getting on my nerves.  

I clenched my fists tightly and took a deep breath.  

"You’re trying to get that wolf plushie, right?"  

"..."  

"Let me give it a try."  

I pulled out two 1,000 won bills from my jacket.  

Time to show off some skills.  

Confidently, I inserted the money.  

But even with my actions, the woman didn’t step aside and continued gripping the handle firmly.  

When she didn’t respond to my words, I gently leaned into her.  

Then I slowly nudged her away without being too forceful.  

The tall woman responded by quietly stepping aside.  

Instead, she watched me intently, as if she was curious to see how good I was.  

That gaze reminded me of Ji-soo noona in the past, making me feel strangely emotional.  

It strengthened my resolve to grab the plushie for her.  

I skillfully maneuvered the claw.  

This time, I targeted the body instead of the head.  

The claw moved decisively.  

"---."  

Finally, the claw snapped onto the wolf plushie’s neck like a snake.  

Slowly, it began lifting the plushie.  

But that was as far as it went.  

As the claw moved toward the chute, the wolf slipped out and fell.  

"Too bad--!!"  

The machine heartlessly exclaimed.  

The only spectator of this failure quietly observed me.  

"..."  

"Ah, this isn’t something that works in one go. You have to coax it—patiently..."  

Even though she hadn’t said anything, I started rambling nervously.  

It wasn’t until I realized what I was doing that I coughed awkwardly.  

"Guess I’m rusty after so long..."  

I mumbled as I crouched down again.  

And then, I neatly straightened the last bill.  

As if offering a sacrifice to the gods, I respectfully inserted the bill with both hands.  

"Hoo..."  

I lightly slapped both cheeks.  

Get a grip, I’m the guy who grabbed five plushies for noona.  

Even if my body has changed, the skill remains the same.  

I took a deep breath.  

With my eyes fixed, I began maneuvering the claw.  

My focus was so intense that the mole under my eye seemed to gleam.  

Here?  

No, one pixel more to the left.  

Like NASA launching a spacecraft, every cell in my brain held its breath.  

Their attention was wholly on the claw.  

After locking the position, I moved to the back of the machine.  

Lowering my head, I double-checked the claw’s placement.  

The spot where the nape and body connected.  

That’s the weak point.  

Soon, my hands sent the signal.  

Attempting to dock.  

"---."  

I firmly pressed the button.  

The machine emitted a solemn sound as the claw gracefully moved toward the target.  

The claw roughly grabbed the wolf plushie’s nape.  

Its fabric stretched as the plushie began to rise.  

Just a little more to reach the chute.  

Both the woman and I watched the glorious retrieval process intently.  

At this moment, everything was eerily silent.  

So quiet you could hear someone swallow.  

"---!"  

But the stillness didn’t last long.  

The wolf’s legs got stuck on the edge of the chute.  

"Oh, come on! Seriously!"  

I clutched my head and yelled.  

The machine, as if responding to my outcry, tried its best to pull the wolf free.  

However, the plushie clung stubbornly as if refusing to come out.  

In the end, the wolf froze on the edge, its neck hanging pathetically.  

Every cell in my body also froze as though humanity had suffered a great failure.  

"No way..."  

It wasn’t over yet.  

There was still one forbidden technique that worked on these old machines.  

I stepped decisively to the back of the machine.  

And with all my strength, I pushed it with my shoulder.  

The old claw machine rattled.  

Then the stiff wolf plushie started to wiggle.  

I kept pushing the machine repeatedly.  

Even though my shoulder ached and throbbed, I couldn’t forgive this machine that had devoured my precious 2,000 won.  

"---!"  

Finally, I heard something hit the floor.  

"Congratulations-!"  

The machine sent a celebratory message, seemingly impressed by my efforts.  

But to me, it just sounded like, "Wow, you actually got it? Persistent, aren’t you?"  

I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand.  

Grabbing the wolf plushie I had finally won, I shook it proudly at the woman.  

"How’s that? I got it in just two tries."  

I handed the wolf to her with both hands.  

The woman, who took the plushie absentmindedly, fiddled with its ear.  

Then, as if emboldened by my success, she started rummaging in her pocket.  

Soon, a massive bundle of cash popped out of her pocket.  

Seeing the neatly rubber-banded bills, my eyes widened.  

Wait, did she rob a bank or something?  

The woman nonchalantly pulled out a 10,000 won bill.  

And casually inserted it into the machine.  

"See that? Aim for the neck."  

I pointed to the nape of the wolf plushie.  

The woman, as if she understood, began moving the claw.  

Following my guidance, she precisely dropped the claw onto the wolf’s nape.  

The plushie soon dangled elegantly from the claw and began its journey toward the chute.  

But even during this smooth process, I couldn’t relax.  

The greatest obstacle, the "Wall of Lamentation," still remained.  

"---!"  

Sure enough, the plushie got stuck on the edge of the chute, just like before.  

And just as it had with me, the neck dangled precariously.  

"Too bad-!!"  

The machine didn’t miss a beat and let out its taunt.  

"It’s okay. You saw what I did earlier, right? If you push it carefully, it’ll fall into the chute."  

The woman stepped toward the back of the machine as if responding to my advice.  

I gestured to show her how to push it.  

"Just tilt the machine gently, like this... with just this much force..."  

I tried to explain as sincerely as possible.  

But I couldn’t finish my explanation.  

Because...  

"---!"  

The moment she pushed the machine, it completely broke apart.  

The sturdy-looking metal exterior crumpled like clay.  

"Too... bad..."  

The annoying voice of the machine ceased.  

It was probably the last time we’d ever hear it.  

Instead, sparks began flying from the machine.  

I slowly backed away.  

But the woman didn’t seem to care.  

She boldly reached into the dangerous wreckage.  

And soon, she pulled out a pile of plushies.  

"Take them."  

With a low, cold voice, she shoved the mass of wolf plushies into my arms.  

But I couldn’t focus on the pile of plushies in my arms.  

Because...  

The voice I just heard sounded extremely familiar.  

A voice you’d never forget once you heard it.  

By the time I realized who she was, the woman was already walking away from me.  

Her hands are full of eggs and onions.  

"Wait a minute."  

I called out to her desperately.  

But the woman, as if annoyed by being recognized, silently headed outside.  

I stood there blankly watching her back.  

Then, suddenly, I frowned.  

The bold woman had come to a halt.  

The reason was simple.  

The department store’s exit shutters had abruptly come down.  

The sunlight that had been shining on us at noon disappeared completely.  
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“What on earth is going on...?”  

I muttered to myself in the sudden blackout.  

But no one in the darkness answered me.  

Let’s think.  

The usual reason for department store shutters to come down is just one thing.  

Something big and dangerous is lurking outside.  

And most of the time, those are monsters.  

Why, of all days, does it have to be today?  

Today, because of the third-grade monster incident in Cheonan, there are fewer security teams in Seoul.  

On such days, crime rates are especially high, so one must be careful.  

I gripped my crossbody bag tightly and held my breath.  

In the silent darkness, only Anna's footsteps could be heard.  

“---.”  

A metallic sound of something crushing echoed from the direction of the shutter.  

“A shutter designed to prevent monsters, huh.”  

She muttered to herself.  

Did someone punch a shutter that even monsters can't break?  

Seemingly unable to break the shutter, the sound of Anna's sneakers began to fade.  

She must be searching for another way out.  

Left alone in the darkness, I stumbled as I followed the sound.  

“Wait for me!”  

The sealed department store was so dark that even human silhouettes couldn’t be seen.  

I ran blindly toward the sound of her footsteps.  

Then I hit my head on something.  

Thankfully, despite my running speed, my head didn’t hurt much.  

It was just that something I instinctively grabbed onto after bumping my head was bothering me.  

The sensation of an elastic band at my fingertips, and the soft skin felt through it.  

Startled by the sensation, I quickly withdrew my hand.  

What I had grabbed was Anna’s waist.  

“...”  

“Sorry... I can’t see well in the dark.”  

Anna didn’t react to my apology.  

She was just staring straight at a faint beam of light in the distance.  

I followed her gaze to the light.  

It was an emergency exit.  

Through the slightly opened door, I could see the cosmetics store on the first-floor lobby.  

Luckily, the lobby seemed to have power.  

I hurriedly grabbed the doorknob and pulled.  

But before the door could fully open, someone grabbed my t-shirt and yanked it hard.  

I was thrown so roughly that my chest stuck out as I looked up at Anna.  

Her cloudy eyes, visible through her colored lenses, told me everything.  

“There’s a problem outside.”  

A problem...?  

I furrowed my brows.  

Staggering to my feet, I closely examined the first-floor lobby.  

Soon, I realized why Anna had thrown me aside.  

Men wearing gas masks and balaclavas were wandering around the lobby.  

Each man, armed with pistols and long swords, was lining up the department store customers and employees.  

Hostages, with both hands raised, knelt one by one.  

The security guard’s forehead had long been marked with a cold bullet hole.  

A skilled gunman’s work.  

They must be armed robbers with multiple previous convictions.  

“Is this everyone?”  

“Yeah, we swept them all from downstairs.”  

“What about the ones on the upper floors?”  

“Don’t know. Still trying to catch them, I guess.”  

“Too slow... We’ve got ten minutes before the security team gets here.  

We’ll grab the valuables from the first floor and leave by then.”  

A low, heavy voice.  

The man in the gas mask exchanged skilled signals with his comrades while sweeping watches and necklaces into a sack.  

They were thoroughly prepared.  

And intelligent.  

From the perfect timing to trapping people by closing the department store shutters...  

They were the perfect predators of this era.  

The sharp guns and lethal weapons made my lips dry.  

I swallowed hard and glanced at Anna.  

She must have known security would be lax today and come out to shop.  

With this poor disguise, no less.  

“What should we do...?”  

I asked her, assuming she’d been observing them for a long time.  

If she’d been watching for this long, she must have come up with a plan.  

“What do you think? Kill them all.”  

Black-haired Anna replied as if it were obvious.  

Of course.  

In her mind, there were probably only two options: let live or kill.  

The killer pulled the emergency exit handle.  

Then she slipped inside and quietly hid behind the cosmetics display.  

I watched her clearly in the darkness.  

Lying under the display, Anna gestured.  

And that gesture was directed at me.  

“Wh-why are you calling me?”  

I asked in a small, panicked voice.  

Anna glared at me as if asking if I was defying her orders.  

If I got involved with her here, I’d be labeled an accomplice again.  

But even as I thought that, my body was already moving towards her, cautiously stepping out the door.  

And like a dog, I crawled and stuck close to her.  

The killer handed me three black orbs.  

“What are these?”  

“Special smoke grenades.”  

Why is she giving these to me... this woman.  

“When I give the signal, throw them at those guys.”  

As if playing a game, she spoke easily.  

Leaving those words, Anna tore off the ribbon from a cosmetic package.  

Then she wrapped it tightly around her hand.  

“Can’t we just wait until the security team arrives...?”  

“Then I’ll get caught too.”  

Right.  

Anna was a wanted criminal.  

A first-class fugitive chased by high-rankers no less...  

She couldn’t afford to get caught here.  

But if that happened, wouldn’t it actually be a good thing for me?  

There was no evidence here that I helped Anna.  

I’d just look like an unfortunate customer.  

She clearly couldn’t break the shutter.  

No matter how skilled a killer, she couldn’t escape from high-rankers in this sealed space.  

I hoped she’d get arrested by the security team.  

That hope turned into a thought about intentionally not throwing the smoke grenades.  

Anna looked down at me, holding the smoke grenades tightly.  

When our eyes met, I caught sight of the half-beautiful, half-menacing face of the white-eyed killer.  

The killer ruffled my bangs.  

The touch made my thighs instinctively tighten.  

“I trust you.”  

Leaving those words, she stood up from her crouch.  

Then, she approached the robbers stealthily and gracefully.  

What’s this?  

For a moment, Anna’s lips seemed to twitch subtly.  

I looked down at the smoke grenades tightly gripped in my hands.  

This is driving me crazy.  

At this rate, I’ll end up helping a wanted criminal again.  

But... just waiting isn’t an option either since I don’t know when the security team will arrive...  

My mind felt tangled, as if it were being wrung out by Anna.  

The killer, oblivious to my inner turmoil, gave me a hand signal.  

Following her signal, I reluctantly peeked out.  

I could see the brutal robbers.  

There were only three of them.  

They were too busy gathering watches in front of them to notice anything else.  

I swallowed and aimed carefully.  

I had thrown smoke grenades before.  

Back in my search team days, I had practiced throwing them many times for a chance at a vacation.  

I took three of the four grenades she gave me.  

And I hid the last one in the inner pocket of my jacket.  

It was my backup plan to escape from Anna.  

I took a deep breath.  

Then, in one motion, I leaped onto the counter.  

My sudden appearance caught everyone’s attention.  

From the bloodshot eyes of the robbers to the terrified customers.  

I threw the grenade in my hand onto the floor with all my might.  

A perfect demonstration, just like in training.  

As soon as the grenade hit the ground, it made a sand-like sound.  

Soon, thick smoke began to rise from the floor.  

“What’s going on? Is it an ambush?”  

The sharp sound of a gun being loaded struck my ears.  

But I wasn’t worried.  

Because I wasn’t their opponent.  

Smoke grenades weren’t just tools to obscure vision.  

The loud sound they made also masked the footsteps of someone approaching.  

“---!”  

One of the robbers, wearing a gas mask, quickly scanned his surroundings.  

He kept calling out the names of his comrades.  

But there was no response.  

“Where are you? Where the hell are you!”  

The cold sound of metal striking the floor echoed.  

It was unmistakably the sound of a steel pipe falling.  

“---!”  

The gas-masked man fired his pistol.  

The deafening sound of gunfire rang throughout the area.  

His chest rose and fell rapidly in panic.  

But he still couldn’t see anyone through the mist.  

His breath fogged up his gas mask even more.  

Eventually, he tore off the mask, revealing his face.  

“---!”  

A sound like a can dropping came from the floor.  

The man immediately fired in that direction.  

As his gun fired, his neck jerked as if pulled by a trigger.  

A decorative ribbon from the cosmetics section was tied around his thick neck.  

He desperately tried to wedge his fingers under the ribbon.  

But the soft silk showed no sign of breaking.  

The bloodshot man’s eyes started to bulge.  

Soon, the blood vessels burst, and his eyeballs began to protrude.  

His violently struggling fingers eventually turned blue and stiffened.  

No more gunshots could be heard in the department store.  

The dense smoke also began to dissipate.  

Soon, the white-eyed killer emerged from the mist.  

She casually wiped the blood off her hands as she walked toward me.  

She seemed almost otherworldly.  

“The temperature is cold, so the smoke didn’t last long.”  

The killer picked up the empty grenade shell and showed it to me.  

Then she tucked the ribbon she used on the robber into her pocket.  

Erasing as much evidence as possible.  

Watching her prepare to leave, I felt a sense of relief.  

Since I helped subdue the robbers, I probably wouldn’t get accused of being an accomplice.  

I let out a deep sigh of relief.  

Then, I stared at the exit bathed in sunlight.  

It was the only escape route the robbers had left open for their getaway.  

“---.”  

Through the bright light, something emerged.  

I soon realized they were multiple vehicles.  

The letters “Hunter” were written in English on the vehicles.  

The car doors opened.  

A man stepped out.  

Long legs.  

A sharp longsword strapped to his waist.  

And messy, cynical hair.  

I knew this man.  

Even though I had only met him once, I could never forget him.  

The man who said he would kill anyone who helped fugitives.  

Ranked 7th, Lee Dae-eun.  

He entered the department store with the armed security team.  

“What’s this? The robbers are all down?”  

A bewildered security officer spoke to the ranker.  

Dae-eun frowned as he scanned the lobby.  

All he could see were cold corpses and terrified customers.  

Then, his lost gaze finally settled on the two of us standing there.  

“Did you two handle this?”  

The high ranker asked in a cold tone.  

It seemed he didn’t recognize me.  

Black-haired Anna stared blankly at the ranker.  

Then she pointed at herself with her finger.  

“Yes, I mean you.”  

I worried he might recognize Anna.  

Taking down three armed robbers singlehandedly was enough to arouse suspicion.  

As I worried, I suddenly felt a piercing gaze.  

It was Dae-eun’s sharp eyes, now fixed on me.  

Huh...?  

Why is he suddenly looking at me?  

I glanced at Anna.  

And then I realized why Dae-eun was glaring at me.  

Anna’s finger was definitely pointing at herself.  

But at the same time, her other finger was pointing at me.  

The high ranker approached me with suspicion written all over his face.  

His overwhelming presence made me involuntarily start to hiccup.  
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    Tonkatsu 5

"That's a familiar face."

At Dae-eun's words, I frantically shook my head.

The high ranker smacked his lips as if unsure.

Luckily, he didn't seem to remember that the girl he met at dawn was me.

At that time, I was wearing a mask and only showed my ID, so it was understandable.

So, as long as I don't show my ID again this time, he'll never recognize me.

As long as I don't show it...

"Let me see your ID card."

Of course...

If he finds out that I'm the girl he saw that day and Anna's identity gets exposed too, we'll both be labeled as accomplices without a doubt.

I have to stop this somehow.

"Um... I left my ID at home."

I mumbled like a student caught trying to buy cigarettes at a convenience store.

I never thought the day would come when I'd say such a thing myself.

The high ranker's eyebrows twitched.

It wasn't the answer he wanted.

"Then there's no choice. You'll have to accompany me to the station."

"To the station?! I really didn't do anything..."

I looked at the customers with a pitiful expression.

Understanding my intent, they nodded and spoke up on my behalf.

"That young lady set off a smoke grenade and saved us. She was incredibly skilled."

The male staff unnecessarily emphasized the word "skilled."

"And that tall young lady defeated all the robbers with just a string."

The female staff unnecessarily emphasized "just a string."

They were clearly trying to prove our innocence.

But their overly honest stories only served to pique Dae-eun's curiosity.

"I see... One of you subdued armed robbers with a string, and the other skillfully threw a rare smoke grenade."

"Truly amazing individuals."

Dae-eun smirked as he looked at us.

Anna nodded as if pleased with his compliment.

He's mocking us... this psycho.

Dae-eun approached Anna, who had her hat pulled low.

He asked her for her ID as well.

"I also left it. At home."

Anna replied indifferently, as if unaware that the man before her was the 7th-ranked swordsman.

Please, just stop provoking him.

"I see. Then there's no choice but to have both of you accompany me to the station."

He shrugged as if going to the station would solve everything.

He then issued orders through the radio on his belt.

"All units, move inside."

At his command, armed officers equipped with carbines began to pour in.

They kept their guard up, maintaining their positions.

Everyone was wearing bulletproof vests, and those without guns wielded swords or magic, all at least B-rank hunters.

The robbers had seemed strong, but these officers showed no openings.

It was clear why the criminals had hurriedly left after robbing only the first floor.

The sight of them made my body tremble involuntarily.

Seeing my reaction, Dae-eun smiled reassuringly.

"No need to worry. We just need to check your identities to reward you."

"Don't need it."

Anna cut him off firmly before I could respond.

Her cold and dismissive tone made the high ranker's smile freeze.

In this country, only six rankers were above him.

Anna's audacious attitude was undoubtedly something new to him.

Still, he was a public servant.

He tried to guide her as gently as possible.

"At least let us nominate you for a Courageous Citizen Award..."

"Don't need it."

Anna's repeated blunt rejections pushed Dae-eun's patience to its limits.

He sighed deeply and slowly approached her.

"That's strange..."

Dae-eun tilted his head, trying to get a look at the face hidden under her hat.

His face no longer showed even a trace of a smile.

"Usually, people who avoid ID checks fall into one of two categories."

The high ranker grabbed Anna's hat.

"Either they're illegal immigrants from China or Russia..."

The hat came off.

Anna's pale skin and face were revealed.

Her high nose bridge and deep eyes were hardly characteristic of a Korean.

"Or they're fugitives."

Her white pupils, barely concealed by colored lenses, came into view.

The moment Dae-eun saw those eyes, he was sure.

"Isn't that right, Anna?"

Like solving a long-standing puzzle, Dae-eun's lips curled up.

The experienced ranker immediately placed his hand on his waist.

Anna didn’t just stand idly by.

As Dae-eun reached for his sword, she drew a dagger from her inner pocket.

And then...

"Stop there. Draw it, and this one dies."

She yanked me into her arms, holding the dagger to my throat.

"W-Wait... Why me?"

Faced with the sudden blade, a startled voice escaped my lips.

But Anna paid no mind to my protests.

She pressed the sharp dagger against my soft neck.

"So, she wasn't an accomplice..."

A security officer muttered in surprise at Anna's sudden action.

Dae-eun raised his hands in the air, signaling no intention to attack.

Seeing this, the killer began to slowly back away from the ranker.

"It's strange. Anna has never taken a hostage before."

He approached cautiously, as if handling a cheetah that had escaped from a zoo.

In response, Anna smirked and pressed the blade deeper into my neck.

The cold sensation reached my skin.

Dark droplets of blood trickled down my collarbone, staining my shirt.

It was cold and painful.

"Alright, alright... I’m sorry."

Seeing my half-closed eyes, the ranker backed away.

As if realizing I might actually die, sweat trickled down his forehead.

"What do you want?"

"Everyone, move 100 meters outside."

Dae-eun slowly nodded and picked up his radio.

"All units, withdraw from the building."

The heavily armed security officers tilted their heads in dissatisfaction.

But soon, they followed their leader's order and stepped out into the sunlight. 

"Now it's just the three of us."

"…"

"Do we really need to drag civilians into this? Let's settle this like before, just between us."

Anna scoffed at Dae-eun's gentlemanly words.

"Like before, that blind bitch who was hiding isn’t going to pop out, is she?"

Is he talking about the blind assemblywoman from earlier?

She must have been a ranker-level individual too.

I swallowed the saliva that had pooled in my mouth.

Then I looked up at Anna, who was holding me.

My gaze trailed up from her defined collarbone to her fair neck.

Soon, her noble, sculpted face came into view.

The scent of strong soap enveloped my entire body.

That fragrance completely erased the metallic smell of my blood.

The killer seemed to notice my gaze and looked down at me slowly.

Her hazy eyes meticulously scanned every part of my body.

Eventually, her murky pupils stared directly at my chest.

Anna’s face inched closer to mine.

Soon, she whispered softly in my ear.

"You've been hiding something cute, haven’t you?"

"Uh…?"

My whole body froze as if struck by lightning.

Because Anna's hand, which had been wrapped around my shoulder, began to move.

Her hand slithered down my collarbone like a snake, gently descending to my chest.

Her fingers followed the soft curve of my bra and slipped into the pocket on my chest.

Anna’s fingers moved sensually.

She caressed my chest and slowly pulled out a small black sphere.

The unfamiliar sensation made my whole body heat up.

But the killer seemed to forget she had touched me, simply placing the retrieved smoke grenade in her mouth.

Drool dripped between her teeth as she spoke.

"Nicely warmed up."

Her half-lidded gaze fell upon me as she said those words.

I could feel the sticky sweat dripping all over my body.

Dae-eun stared at the sphere between Anna's teeth.

Realizing what it was, he urgently reached out.

But in that instant, the killer bit down hard on the smoke grenade.

Gray smoke began to pour out of her mouth like a raging storm.

"Anna…!"

Dae-eun shouted.

This time, his voice was rough, no longer gentlemanly.

The well-heated smoke grenade was truly powerful.

Anna gripped my wrist tightly.

Then she quickly dragged me, running up to the upper floors.

The escalator had stopped working long ago.

She ran up it, leading the way.

She moved so fast that I almost tripped and got dragged along.

"W-Wait a second…!"

Why is she dragging me along? What is she planning?

Is she going to use me as a hostage again?

We’ve saved each other multiple times, but being treated as a hostage again feels unfair.

Unfair to the point of sadness.

But there's nothing I can do about it.

That’s just how Anna is.

We passed the second floor and reached the fourth floor.

There was a sky terrace there.

It was a dead end with no elevators or emergency stairs.

"What are you planning to do here? Just turn yourself in. They’re not going to kill you, are they?"

I spoke, clutching my wildly beating heart.

But Anna lightly ignored my words.

She started taking off her fleece jacket.

Now in a sleeveless top, she walked to the terrace railing.

She looked down at the outdoor pool on the ground below.

A massive pool, colored aquamarine.

Anna muttered to herself, as if calculating something.

Then, as if she'd gotten the answer she wanted, she gestured for me to come over.

To come to her side.

I shook my head frantically.

I knew exactly what she was about to do.

Seeing my reaction, Anna’s expression turned frightening.

It was completely different from when she had pulled out the smoke grenade earlier.

Behind me, I could hear the sound of rough footsteps.

I knew it was the security team.

If I held out just a little longer, they would rescue me.

All I had to do was throw open the terrace door and greet them.

But… my legs wouldn’t move, exhausted from running so hard.

While I was trying to think, Anna’s shadow loomed closer.

"Such a disobedient child."

With her nimble arms, she pulled my neck toward her.

I choked and struggled, but my body seemed to have already given in, helplessly being dragged.

The killer perched herself on the dizzying edge of the railing.

"---!"

Meanwhile, the long-awaited security team burst in.

Dae-eun rushed over, looking at us.

"Save me…"

I squeezed out my voice, crying desperately.

But the killer’s rough breathing drowned out my pleas.

"Anna!"

Dae-eun shouted.

And that shout became the signal for our fall.

My body tilted.

The sound of the air being torn apart roared in my ears.

I felt myself floating in the air.

The sheer terror was so overwhelming that I couldn’t even scream.

Perhaps sensing my fear, Anna pulled me into a tight embrace.

As we drew closer to the blue coral below, everything seemed to blur.

"---!"

The pool split like the Red Sea.

And soon, the entire world was submerged in blue.

My whole body felt as though it had been torn apart.

Maybe because of the impact, my mind started to go blank.

Ripples danced on the surface of the water.

I stared at them blankly before losing consciousness. 
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    Aqua Marine 1  

“---.”  

“---.”  

“---.”  

Is it an alarm sound?  

No.  

To be precise, it's the microwave sound.  

Someone seemed to have left food in the microwave for too long.  

The microwave, impatient for someone to take it out, kept beeping noisily.  

Thanks to that, I woke up from my long sleep.  

I took a deep breath.  

It felt as if pool water would gush out of my mouth, making me nauseous.  

I managed to suppress the feeling and forced myself up.  

“Where is this...”  

The whole world was dark.  

This wasn't the one-room apartment I used to live in, nor was it an inn.  

It was a house I'd never seen before—far more spacious and luxurious than a one-room apartment, with polished wooden floors and tiles.  

And then, there was this strong smell of soap.  

I wondered if the scent was coming from me and lowered my head.  

Soon, I checked the clothes I was wearing.  

Was it pajamas?  

The soft sensation brushing against my skin was very unsettling.  

Because of that sensation, I quickly realized I wasn't wearing anything under the pajamas.  

The loose pajamas revealing my chest made me instinctively curl up.  

Hugging myself tightly, I looked around.  

Every piece of furniture was covered with white cloth, like ghosts.  

Perhaps it was because of the eerie sight, my body tensed even more.  

Gripping the loose pajamas, I got up from the bed.  

Slowly, I walked barefoot on the floor.  

“---.”  

The sound of water dripping came from the bathroom.  

The door was slightly ajar, and white steam was seeping out.  

I peeked through the crack in the door.  

There, I could see a woman showering.  

She was leaning one arm against the bathroom wall, with her head lowered.  

My eyes caught the sight of her broad back.  

Well-developed shoulders and latissimus dorsi.  

A stream of water flowed down those sensual curves.  

Eventually, the water soaked into the scars on her back.  

Red wounds, as if she'd been whipped, were scattered all over.  

The dark red scars seemed to writhe.  

She brushed her forehead aside.  

Her beautiful silver hair caressed the scars on her back.  

Soon, her round, hidden breasts emerged from her back.  

Seeing that soft skin, I realized once again that Anna was undoubtedly a woman.  

Even with her firm and angular body.  

I blankly gazed at the harmony of her healthy physique and soft skin.  

But then, my hand slipped off the damp, steam-covered door handle.  

The noise from the handle echoed through the silent house.  

Her ears, previously hidden by silver hair, were revealed.  

Her pale eyes glinted faintly, following the sound.  

Her gaze turned directly toward me, the girl peeking through the door crack.  

I froze as if pierced by her gaze.  

The sound of water splashing rose.  

Soon, her leg stepped out of the bathtub.  

That smooth leg was gradually approaching me.  

Her wet sole stuck firmly to the bathroom tiles with each step.  

As the sound grew closer, my heartbeat quickened.  

And that thumping urged me to run away from here.  

Responding to the call, I somehow managed to get my trembling legs moving.  

Why did she bring me to such a confined space?  

It surely couldn't be for a good reason.  

The pajamas slid off my shoulder.  

Pulling them back up, I looked around.  

At the end of the corridor to my right, there was the front door.  

Without hesitation, I ran straight to it and grabbed the handle.  

“---.”  

But despite my desperate tugging, the door wouldn't budge.  

It was locked as if welded shut from the outside.  

Realizing the absence of any escape route sent chills down my spine.  

I could feel sweat dripping down my shoulder blades as my entire body tensed.  

Having no other choice, I returned to the living room.  

My eyes fixed on the curtains beyond the bed.  

A faint light seeped through the gap between the curtains.  

I rushed to that spot and lifted the curtain.  

But...  

The moment I opened the window and looked outside, my fleeting hope turned into despair.  

This room was on such a high floor that the air itself felt cold.  

It was, in fact, a high-rise officetel.  

If I fell from here, it would surely be instant death.  

Dizzied by the sheer height, I instinctively stepped back.  

And helplessly, I collapsed onto the bed.  

I was completely trapped.  

Perhaps Anna had anticipated my attempt to escape and set up everything in advance.  

“Are you going to jump?”  

A cold voice came from behind me.  

Hearing her voice made me swallow hard.  

With effort, I turned my stiff neck to face her.  

Anna, wrapped in a white robe over her bare body, came into view.  

The sight of her soft, pale skin covered by a towel felt like a scene straight out of a movie.  

Despite my gaze, she acted naturally, as if she were alone at home.  

She took out a glass cup from the microwave and mixed powdered medicine into the hot water.  

“Where... am I?”  

Clutching my chest, I asked.  

The killer responded quietly, with the cup in hand.  

“One of my shelters.”  

Steam rose from the cup as Anna brought it to her lips.  

Her calm demeanor made my face flush.  

I'd never seen another woman's bare body in my life.  

Through the soft white robe, her breasts were faintly visible.  

Below that gentle curve, her neatly divided abs caught my eye.  

Droplets of water, not yet dried, clung to her smooth skin.  

I stared blankly at those droplets.  

They trickled along the curves of her abs.  

Eventually, they were absorbed into the silver forest below.  

I shut my eyes tight and shook my head.  

I struggled to raise my gaze back up.  

This was completely different from any staged scene in an adult video.  

This was the first time I felt such a natural yet nerve-wracking situation.  

“Does the outfit fit you?”  

Sitting on a chair, she slowly crossed her legs.  

Thanks to that, the secret forest was concealed, allowing me to regain my composure.  

“Huh? Oh... kind of.”  

But what on earth was this outfit?  

I'd never worn silk pajamas like this in my life.  

The sensation of silk brushing against my bare skin felt incredibly strange.  

Every touch heightened my senses unbearably.  

I looked around for my underwear and clothes.  

But all I could see were pieces of furniture draped in white cloth.  

There was no sign of any clothing.  

Could she have undressed me herself?  

Just imagining it made my head spin.  

And that dizziness peaked when I heard Anna's next question.  

“Do you know whose clothes those are?”  

Instinctively, I shook my head, saying I didn’t.  

“These clothes belonged to someone who, like you, liked to meddle and act kind as if it was second nature.”  

Anna no longer stuttered.  

She murmured in a calm and relaxed tone.  

“And that person had just as many secrets as you do.”  

By now, Anna had finished her drink.  

Her trembling hands had steadied as she took a deep breath.  

“It’s strange. Every time I touch you, memories of the past keep coming back. Especially about that person.”  

The woman, wearing only a robe, stood up from the chair.  

Gradually, she came closer to me.  

“I-I don’t know anything about it.”  

I sank onto the bed, retreating backward.  

Using my soles, I pushed against the sheets, gradually pressing myself against the wall.  

“The secrets that child had were incredible. Shocking and utterly horrifying.”  

Anna’s shadow grew larger and larger.  

Eventually, it completely covered my face.  

“Your secrets must be just as enormous as hers, right?”  

Her face, now right in front of mine, seemed to pierce through me.  

Overwhelmed by her gaze, I could barely breathe.  

“There’s… nothing like that.”  

The killer leaned closer to my ear.  

Her silver hair brushed against my cheek, tickling me.  

“I’ll give you a chance.”  

“A chance...?”  

“Are you really powerless?”  

The word “powerless” rang in my ears.  

Her soft breath seeped into my ear, muddling my thoughts.  

“When you were in the pool...”  

“Your fainted hand was glowing. When I placed it on my body, forgotten memories came rushing back.”  

She found out.  

I was caught.  

And by the one person I absolutely should never have been caught by.  

“I don’t know anything about that. It’s true...”  

I mumbled as if begging.  

But it was far too late to plead.  

Like a beast smelling blood, Anna clung to me.  

“We’ll find out soon enough.”  

The scent of soap grew even stronger.  

Anna grabbed my arm tightly.  

With both hands gripping my wrists, she pushed me onto the bed.  

I was pinned down, crushed under her strength.  

Anna naturally climbed on top of me.  

Her silver hair brushed against my face.  

My breathing became erratic.  

It was so labored that my back arched slightly off the bed.  

“Use your power.”  

She spoke as if commanding me.  

Half-closing my eyes, I shook my head.  

“Do you have no desire to live?”  

Her breath enveloped my face.  

Even the faint salty scent of her saliva made my mouth fill with spit.  

“I told you, I’m powerless...”  

I couldn’t tell her the truth.  

Otherwise, she’d realize every action I’d taken so far was deliberate.  

And if the killer knew, she would certainly kill me.  

“You’re no different from Sun-ye. Pretending ignorance even in the face of death...”  

Anna smiled faintly.  

She then grabbed both of my wrists with one hand.  

“Do you think the only reason I haven’t killed you yet is because of that cocktail?”  

Her other arm pressed against my neck.  

My face flushed red.  

The pressure was so intense that Anna’s robe came undone.  

Her round breasts spilled toward me.  

Soon, her warm skin touched mine.  

Our hardened nipples rubbed against each other.  

Eventually, my pajamas became sticky and damp.  

The stretched-out fabric gently fell open.  

Our nipples met and pressed together.  

“Don’t misunderstand. I’m only keeping you alive until I confirm your powers.”  

Sweat began to form where our chests touched.  

The droplets slid over my body and dripped onto the bed.  

Her body, draped diagonally, completely covered me.  

Soon, Anna’s thick thighs pressed against my groin.  

Even in this situation, I focused all my effort on suppressing my powers.  

This was a battle between two people.  

The one trying to reveal, and the one trying to conceal.  

Amid this suffocating mental struggle, I regretted everything.  

Why did I go to the department store today of all days?  

Why did I have to run into Anna in the food court?  

Why did I meet her again at the claw machine on the first floor?  

She was there at every moment.  

Every single moment...  

Could it be...  

Was she watching me from the beginning?  

My restrained wrists felt sticky.  

Yet I couldn’t escape her grip.  

My body, as if meeting a long-lost master, gradually yielded to Anna.  

I couldn’t understand my body’s betrayal.  

It was humiliating.  

As someone who used to be a man, this was an unbearable disgrace.  

I didn’t even have the strength to shake my head anymore.  

This was nothing like Jae-hee’s pheromones.  

My whole body felt like it was melting.  

At the edge of suffocation, I felt wetness spreading in my groin.  

That incomprehensible sensation made me scream involuntarily.  

A desperate moan escaped my throat.  

I had never made a sound like that in my life.  

But in front of the killer who held my life in her hands, I couldn’t stop.  

This was nothing like Jae-hee’s clumsy touches.  

Anna, as if experienced countless times, choked me while imprinting her scent all over my body.  

Perhaps because of that touch, my body started to obey Anna instead of me.  

A faint light began to radiate from my body.  

Startled by the sudden glow, I panicked internally.  

I hadn’t consciously activated my power.  

But...  

Just by surrendering my body to Anna, an impossible event occurred.  

Fragments of Sun-ye and Anna’s memories appeared in my mind.  

The image of the two leaning on each other on a bed.  

The sight of them falling asleep after grueling training.  

And even Anna secretly kissing Sun-ye as she slept.  

Why were these scenes flooding into my head?  

I had no connection to Sun-ye.  

Yet...  

As my powers fully manifested, I was drawn into Sun-ye’s memories.  

And soon, I realized the place was the research facility where Anna had been held.  

A director’s office filled with classical music.  

Inside were a woman in uniform and the head researcher.  

I quickly realized who the woman was.  

Her name was written plainly on her uniform.  

“Han Sun-ye.”  

Above Sun-ye’s name tag was a diamond insignia.  

“Second Lieutenant Han Sun-ye.”  

“Yes, sir.”  

Director Tolkien held a resume in his hand.  

Glancing between the resume and the lieutenant, he spoke.  

“You understand the high expectations I have for you?”  

“Of course. I will do my best not to disappoint.”  

She responded clearly and confidently to her superior.  

Satisfied, Tolkien nodded.  

“The subject you’re assigned to has S-rank potential. Such a valuable resource requires special care after drug administration.”  

With a determined expression, Sun-ye bit her lip.  

“If the subject retains manageable intelligence post-administration... you will be rewarded with a hefty bonus and a promotion.”  

Seemingly choosing Sun-ye for the project, he dropped the resume onto the desk.  

“Thank you!”  

Tolkien clasped his hands under his chin, looking at the lieutenant with a concerned expression.  

It was different from the madman I had seen in earlier memories.  

“You have a younger sibling, right?”  

“Yes, sir.”  

Sun-ye responded like a soldier.  

“They’re powerless, correct?”  

“Regrettably, yes.”  

Sun-ye answered with her head slightly lowered.  

“If you’re promoted this time, your sibling will be enrolled in the academy. They’ll get help discovering their powers.”  

As if granting a precious opportunity, Tolkien spoke to Sun-ye.  

“Thank you...”  

Sun-ye responded with a joyful expression, as if the reward was an honor.  

“Who knows, maybe your sibling has a massive hidden power that hasn’t been discovered yet.”  

The lieutenant nodded in agreement.  

“Well, off you go. There’s no time to waste investigating the subject.”  

Sun-ye bowed respectfully in response.  

Then, like a soldier, she confidently exited the director’s office.  

“Hm.”  

After the door closed, Tolkien let out a light sigh.  

He picked up the resume again and read it slowly.  

Name: Han Sun-ye.  

Ability: Blooming Sharpshooter.  

Education: Top graduate of Yonsei University, Psychology Department.  

Evaluation: Has a track record of calming anxious test subjects due to her psychology background. However, has been reprimanded multiple times for showing excessive attachment to subjects.  

Family: Han Sun-woo (Father, deceased). Jung Mi-ae (Mother, deceased). Han Si-ho (Younger sister).  
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A resume with Han Si-ho’s name fluttered in the wind. 

Director Tolkien sent the paper flying out the window. 

The resume drifted leisurely toward the horizon where an electric boat had passed. 

The paper soon fell into the undulating waves of the sea. 

Eventually, it became soaked and sank into the water. 

Following the waves for a bit, a breakwater comes into view. 

The waves crash against the breakwater and shatter. 

Entering through the gap reveals a small harbor. 

The electric boat that arrived there turned off its engine. 

Soon, two girls disembarked from the boat. 

In the foggy harbor, a man was waiting for the girls. 

He was Lee Dae-hyuk, a friend of the man from the cafeteria. 

With a work sword on his waist, he was smoking a cigarette. 

He waved to the children. 

“Are you kids the ones who escaped from the facility?” 

He flicked the cigarette onto the harbor floor. 

Then, he extended a hand to me, who had disembarked first. 

“...” 

But I did not respond to his handshake. 

Because strangers were intolerable to me. 

“What, you’re worried about the smell or something?” 

The man awkwardly wiped his palm on his coat. 

Then, he extended his hand toward me again. 

“Haha... She’s really shy around strangers. Yes, it’s us, Dae-hyuk.” 

Sun-ye linked arms with me and answered him. 

“That’s understandable. Follow me. I’ve prepared a vehicle.” 

He pointed to a blue truck faintly visible in the distance. 

Sun-ye took the lead, following the man. 

But I stood still, refusing to follow them. 

“You go ahead. I’m not going.” 

“What are you talking about? We have to go together...” 

Sun-ye looked back and forth between me and the man, flustered by my reaction. 

“I hate hanging around with people who’ve got shady pasts.” 

I shook off her hand. 

Then, I slowly started walking alone. 

Sun-ye watched me with a hardened expression. 

Of course, I was grateful to her. 

Thanks to her, I escaped from that hellish facility and finally gained freedom. 

But that was all. 

Hanging out with someone who knows the facility’s director? I couldn’t predict what might happen next. 

Ever since being injected with the drug, my ominous premonitions had never been wrong. 

This time would undoubtedly be the same. 

I slowly gazed at the horizon. 

A city shrouded in fog stretched endlessly before me. 

I didn’t know what lay at the end. 

But I leisurely walked toward it alone. 

“Let her go.” 

I stopped briefly at the cynical voice. 

It was the man who had been waiting for us. 

With his arms crossed, he stared at me with an arrogant expression. 

Then he spoke. 

“If she wanders around like that, she’ll die in no time. There’s no need to care about someone determined to die early.” 

The man talked as if he already knew what would happen to me. 

Annoyed by his arrogance, I turned sharply toward him. 

“You. How much do you even know about me to talk like that? You’re just a pig with a bulging belly.” 

“What a rude mouth you’ve got. Do you have any idea what the outside world is like right now? I’d bet a pack of my cigarettes you’d be dead in three days.” 

Ridiculous. 

This man couldn’t even dodge a single bullet properly, yet he was meddling. 

Sun-ye, this man—hypocrites, all of them. 

“I could shove a hole in your belly right now. Watch your mouth.” 

I said, glaring at his thick gut. 

The man stepped forward as if daring me to try. 

“Then how about this? If you can hit me even once, I’ll take back what I said. But if you can’t, why not take some training from me before leaving?” 

His arrogant attitude made the corners of my lips twitch. 

The man gestured with his palm, urging me to throw a punch. 

“Thinks he’s something special, huh?” 

I accepted his cheeky proposal. 

I slowly closed the distance between us, step by step. 

And when I reached striking distance. 

I swiftly aimed my fist at the bridge of his nose. 

“---!” 

I thought I had landed a clean hit on his nose. 

But at that moment, his bulky body twisted quickly, dodging my punch. 

The man, entering a weaving stance, lunged at my solar plexus. 

The sudden impact caused a ringing in my head. 

But I gritted my teeth tightly. 

Feigning a collapse, I twisted my body and launched a back kick. 

“Impressive, as rumored, your physical abilities are exceptional.” 

The man dodged my counterattack effortlessly, even making a remark. 

Then he stepped on my supporting foot. 

The impact made my body falter. 

Soon, his dirty sneakers rushed toward my jaw. 

I couldn’t avoid the attack. 

No, I wasn’t able to. 

Before my brain could even register the need to dodge, my jaw had already turned. 

Even as I collapsed, my mind was flooded with thoughts. 

How could someone move so fast with a body like that? 

Even in the facility’s martial arts arena, I’d never seen anyone so agile. 

The back of my head hit the asphalt. 

At that moment, I couldn’t think of anything anymore. 

“Dae-hyuk, stop it! She’s going to die at this rate!” 

“Don’t worry. I’ve never seen someone who took that drug die easily.” 

The man smiled leisurely, carrying the unconscious Anna on his shoulder. 

Sun-ye clasped her hands tightly, looking worriedly at the fainted Anna. 

The three of them got into the truck. 

The blue truck headed toward the desolate city. 

Crossing the long Incheon Bridge, it moved toward the mainland. 

I didn’t know where on the mainland. 

The fog was that thick. 

“...” 

When I woke up, it wasn’t the ceiling of the facility that I saw. 

It was a strange light fixture I had never seen before. 

I immediately sat up. 

“Where is that pig...” 

Waking up, I quickly looked around. 

Sunlight poured in through the window. 

The sight of sunlight after so long stung my eyes. 

I had clearly been fighting that arrogant man... 

What came to mind was my miserably trampled self behind his face. 

Yes, I had been beaten terribly. 

I, who had never lost in the facility’s martial arts arena, how did it come to this? 

It was infuriating. 

So infuriating, I wanted to grind his arrogant face into dust. 

That anger gave me the strength to stand. 

I left the room. 

In the hallway, there was a staircase leading down. 

Descending those stairs, I saw numerous tables and chairs. 

I spotted Sun-ye diligently wiping a table. 

“You’re awake?” 

She greeted me with a bright smile. 

What was so amusing that she was smiling? 

Her foolish grin was laughable. 

And contemptible at the same time. 

Knowing that behind her face lay countless secrets. 

She had already adapted to life in the outside world, wearing an apron. 

Her neatly cut bob swayed. 

I ignored her as best as I could, glancing around the shop. 

The sea was vast. 

At the counter was the man who had subdued me. 

He was leisurely humming as he wiped glasses. 

“You’ve got an incredible recovery. I definitely beat you up good.” 

He laughed, pointing at my jaw. 

“...” 

I glared at him with half-open eyes. 

Feigning fear, the man clasped his hands against his chest. 

“Why so scary? Are you really that mad?” 

Of course, I was. 

The man, as if done joking, put down the cloth. 

And looked at me with a suddenly serious expression. 

“If your opponent had been a ranker sent from the facility instead of me, you’d be dead.” 

“You seem to know a lot about the facility that imprisoned me.” 

“How could I not? I used to be a hunter employed by that place.” 

He rolled up the sleeves of his tight dress shirt. 

And revealed a tattoo on his forearm. 

‘07.’ 

A number. 

A simple black tattoo. 

"I witnessed all the experiments conducted at the facility. That's why I quit and started helping the children who escaped."

"Why? Those kids aren’t even your own."

I couldn’t understand this meddlesome man at all. 

I couldn’t understand the cafeteria man or Sun-ye either. 

Why are they being so kind to me, to the point of risking their lives? 

"Call it a guilty conscience. When I was hired at the facility, I was told it was just a training center. But when I went there, it was clearly more than just a training facility."

He rolled up his other sleeve. 

Then he crossed his arms confidently and looked at me. 

"I have a daughter too. She's only 15 years old and will soon be entering the academy. What if my daughter had been trapped in a place like that?"

The man pulled out a bottle of vodka. 

"She would have probably endured hellish days." 

As if imagining that hell, or perhaps to forget it, he repeatedly drank the vodka. 

"If something like that ever happens to my daughter someday, I hope someone, even a stranger, would save her. That's why I do this." 

"That person can’t possibly be me." 

To shatter his vain fantasy, I spoke coldly to him. 

"What if the person you saved ends up going berserk and kills your daughter?" 

"Don’t worry. At least, you’re not someone who would do that." 

With eyes full of conviction, the man poured vodka into his glass. 

Then he glanced at Sun-ye. 

"As long as someone like Sun-ye is with you, you’ll never do that." 

Hearing his words, Sun-ye blushed. 

She covered her mouth with the back of her hand, giggling as she looked at me. 

"..."

She’s pretty. 

Even with my brain dulled by the drugs, I could recognize that. 

But that’s all it was. 

"Now that you’re up, how about earning your keep?" 

The man stretched his stiff shoulders. 

Then he pulled out two longswords from beneath the counter. 

"What’s with the swords all of a sudden?" 

"Sun-ye decided to pursue bartending here at my shop. But you, just by looking at you, don’t seem interested in something like that... Fighting is probably the only thing you’ve got." 

I had no reason to refute, so I nodded. 

"Then it’s better to learn how to be a hunter." 

He tossed one of the longswords to me. 

I instinctively caught it and followed him outside. 

It was an alleyway. 

There was nothing here that seemed helpful for training. 

"Alright, let’s start here." 

He yawned and sat on a bucket. 

The bucket wobbled under his weight. 

"Start what?" 

I had no idea what he meant in this empty space. 

"What else? Start with downward strikes. Since it’s the first day, let’s do just 2,000." 

I looked at the longsword in my hands. 

It was a real sword, and its weight was significant. 

"I’ll correct your posture up to 100 strikes. After that, I’ve got to go check on my daughter." 

I gripped the sword tightly. 

Fine. 

At least listening to him for now wouldn’t do me any harm. 

Who would refuse free swordsmanship lessons? 

I swung the blade with all my strength, cutting through the air. 

I imagined killing Tolkien and that ranker. 

The man watched me silently. 

"You don’t swing a sword to kill someone. If you focus on murder, your blade will waver, and you’ll lose your composure." 

At his words, I suddenly stopped mid-swing. 

If not to kill someone, then what do you swing a sword for? 

As if answering, the man spoke in a low voice. 

"For the sake of someone precious to you." 

"How cheesy." 

"It’s true. That mindset is what kept me alive all this time. It’s an important lesson drawn from experience." 

He shrugged as if he meant it sincerely. 

"And who is this precious person of yours?" 

When I asked abruptly, the man paused before answering. 

He rubbed his chin with his hand, seemingly searching for the right words. 

"Someone you can rely on and trust. It usually stems from mutual trust." 

Being able to trust and rely on someone. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at his words. 

"Why are you laughing?" 

The man asked, looking displeased. 

"It’s laughable. If it’s a relationship where you can rely on each other, shouldn’t there be no secrets between you? How can you risk your life for someone when you each have hidden motives?" 

Hearing my words, the man closed his lips. 

Then he took a deep breath. 

I looked down at him quietly. 

It felt good to have struck a nerve in this once arrogant man. 

"Am I right?" 

"Yeah, you’re not wrong..." 

He silently took out a cigarette. 

And calmly lit it. 

"But... everyone has at least one tangled-up secret that’s hard to explain." 

Cigarette smoke rose into the air. 

I stared at the smoke absentmindedly. 

"Do you have such a secret?" 

"Of course. I still haven’t told my daughter where I used to work." 

He tapped the ash off his cigarette onto the ground. 

The red embers that fell slowly dimmed. 

"But someday, I’ll definitely tell her." 

"..." 

"So you should wait too. Trust that person." 

I briefly thought of Sun-ye. 

Could her secret also be so complicated that she can’t tell me right now? 

If it’s something that benefits all of us... 

Should I wait a little longer? 

With such thoughts, I swung the sword beyond 2,000 times—up to 4,000. 

Ever since the drug injection dulled my mind, I needed more time than others to understand Sun-ye. 
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Was it because I swung it countless times?  

The handle of the longsword was tattered.  

Sticky beads of sweat dripped from my shoulders.  

The drops were absorbed into the training room floor.  

This place was the Hunter Association’s fitness training room.  

Ever since I became an S-rank Hunter, I always trained here.  

If I practiced outside, strange people would always show up, pestering me for autographs and photos.  

“---.”  

My phone rang.  

I took it out of my jacket and checked the message.  

「Come to the store at midnight tonight.」  

It was Sun-ye.  

What could she possibly want to meet about at midnight?  

I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and finished training.  

Then, I walked through the association’s hallway toward the shower room.  

This organization was oddly particular about shower rooms, assigning them by Hunter rank.  

To differentiate it, the S-rank shower room was located on the top floor of the association’s building.  

Well, at least I could enjoy a great view of Seoul while showering, so it wasn’t bad.  

But having to take the elevator up was still a hassle.  

「4th floor.」  

The elevator stopped on the 4th floor.  

A woman with her hair tied to one side and a bald man got on.  

Between their legs stood a small boy.  

The boy, pale and gloomy, stared straight up at me.  

But when he saw the cloudiness in my eyes, he got scared and quickly lowered his head.  

“Coming from training, Anna?”  

The woman spoke while staring straight ahead.  

I didn’t respond to her.  

I’d never seen her before, and she wasn’t even looking at me when she spoke.  

“...”  

“I’m an assemblywoman from the association.”  

A faint floral scent emanated from the woman.  

It wasn’t artificial but rich and natural.  

The smell tickled my nose, so I briefly covered it with the back of my hand.  

“And lately, I’ve been running a guild as a hobby.”  

The woman glanced at me with her hands clasped behind her back.  

It was then I realized why she wasn’t making eye contact with me.  

Like me, her sclerae were streaked with black, mixing with the whites, making her eyes look dead.  

“You recently became an S-rank Hunter and ranked 30th right away. That’s impressive.”  

“Rankings mean nothing to me.”  

“I know. You’re cold about everything. That’s why I like you even more.”  

Her bangs swayed as she spoke.  

Her murky eyes stared at me as if seeing through me.  

I didn’t back down and stared right back at her.  

Beads of sweat on my abs trickled down.  

We said nothing, simply staring at each other until the sweat fully soaked into my waistband.  

「10th floor.」  

The elevator doors opened.  

I ignored her and stepped out of the elevator.  

But the woman and her companions leisurely followed me out.  

She even approached the entrance to the shower room.  

“Only S-ranks are allowed here.”  

I pointed at the letter “S” on the wall with my finger.  

“Oh dear, what should I do? I’m not a Hunter...”  

She smiled faintly, feigning regret.  

But I could tell.  

This woman didn’t care about rank, just like me.  

“What’s in it for me if I let you in?”  

“What’s in it for you?”  

For the first time, she dropped her formal tone and echoed my words.  

“Yes. What matters most to me is the benefit.”  

“Of course there is. Everyone who follows me is here because of that very ‘benefit.’”  

She patted the shoulders of the bald man and the boy standing next to her.  

“If you help me, you’ll learn about the dreadful future that lies ahead.”  

The future...?  

My brow furrowed slightly.  

Her unexpected words made me grimace.  

I’d never heard of such a reward before.  

“I don’t believe in vague nonsense like that. If you’ve heard of me, you should’ve known that much.”  

“I do know. You’re thorough and only invest in clear matters.”  

She pinched the collar of her shirt as if it were stifling her.  

Then, loosening her neckline, she continued.  

“But the more pragmatic a person is, the more they must prepare for the future.”  

Her loosened shirt revealed slightly more of her collarbone.  

But my resolve hardened even further as I turned away from her.  

“Take that ridiculous pitch and tell it to the brat clinging to your leg.”  

I couldn’t believe her. She wasn’t some gypsy fortune teller.  

Without a second glance, I headed straight into the shower room.  

I needed to be spotless before meeting Sun-ye later.  

“...”  

Even after I went inside, the woman didn’t leave immediately.  

Her clouded eyes remained fixed on the shower room’s direction.  

The bald man with her asked her a question.  

“What’s so special about a weak-looking girl like that that you’re hanging around her?”  

He crossed his arms, holding the elevator door open.  

In the time they had come up, the elevator had already returned to the 1st floor.  

“She’s the sixth. That child is a once-in-a-lifetime talent.”  

The woman murmured with half-closed eyes.  

“Even if ten kids with your level of skill fought her, they wouldn’t stand a chance.”  

“Ha, what a joke.”  

The man scoffed loudly, irritated by her words.  

The woman shifted the topic as if to calm him.  

“So, did you finish off all the unaffiliated Hunters? I told you to sweep through Sindorim.”  

“I haven’t gone there yet. There’s a Wyvern nest in that area. I plan to wait until people show up to hunt it.”  

“And then you’ll pick off the exhausted ones after the fight?”  

The man smirked and nodded.  

The woman raised a finger, seemingly impressed by his strategy.  

“That’s a brilliant idea. You’re learning quickly.”  

The bald man coughed awkwardly at her praise.  

Then she made him an offer.  

“Next time, take the eighth along with you.”  

“This little kid? What a hassle...”  

She gently nudged the child toward the man.  

The boy hesitantly moved toward him.  

“More hands make the work lighter, don’t they?”  

The woman smiled faintly.  

Her smile made the man reluctantly agree.  

“Fine...”  

The woman’s braided hair swayed.  

She sniffed the steam wafting out of the shower room.  

“It smells nice. A fragrant soap scent.”  

Feeling warm, she fanned herself and tugged at her collar.  

A tattoo on her collarbone was revealed.  

「01.」  

---  

Near midnight.  

After leaving the association building, I headed to the bar where Sun-ye was supposed to be.  

At night, most people stayed home due to safety concerns.  

You could tell if a place was occupied just by whether the windows were lit.  

But oddly, the shop Sun-ye had asked me to come to was dark.  

Feeling uneasy, I cautiously grabbed the door handle.  

As expected, the inside of the shop was pitch black.  

It was deathly silent, entirely unlike the lively atmosphere typical of Sun-ye.  

I rested my hand on my waist.  

Moving soundlessly, I stepped further inside.  

“Sun-ye?”  

I called out softly.  

But there was no response.  

Before I knew it, I’d reached the counter.  

Still not seeing her, I pulled out my phone.  

In the dark shop, only the faint glow of the phone screen lit the space.  

I slowly dialed Sun-ye’s number.  

“010...”  

It was around the fifth digit when it happened.  

“Boo!”  

Someone suddenly popped up from behind the counter.  

Startled, I nearly reached for my weapon.  

But I stopped just short of drawing my blade.  

It was the girl I’d been searching for, Sun-ye, popping up from beneath the counter.  

“Surprised?”  

Her face glowed faintly in the phone light.  

But my expression didn’t change.  

“Yeah. I almost cut you in half.”  

Even my grim remark didn’t faze her.  

Instead, she replied confidently.  

“But you wouldn’t, would you?”  

She smiled mischievously as if she already knew everything about me.  

Does she think she has nine lives or something...  

“So, why’d you call me out here at this hour?”  

“No reason. It’s been a while since we spent time together.”  

When I asked, Sun-ye fidgeted shyly, twisting her body.  

“I’ve been busy.”  

I avoided her gaze.  

Seeing this, her face followed mine like a puppy chasing attention.  

“How was your day?”  

“It was just the same as usual. Training, hunting monsters when they appear, finishing the hunt, then going home.”  

“That sounds tough.”  

She made a tired face as if imagining my daily routine.  

In response, I asked her a perfunctory question.  

“How about you? Isn’t it hard pouring drinks at the bar every day?”  

It’s hard to believe that someone who was once a standout at the facility now does this kind of work.  

She managed to survive there for four years, so she could probably become an S-rank Hunter if she tried.  

Why would she choose to serve people instead?  

“Not at all. I like it now.”  

Sun-ye rested her chin on her hand and gazed at me.  

Her eyes, unlike mine, were clear and sparkling.  

“I find joy in serving people a drink and seeing how that drink comforts them.”  

Joy...  

I let the word roll around in my mouth for a moment.  

“And today, I’m expecting the best guest of my life.”  

As I tried to grasp the meaning of the word “joy,” she pulled out a hidden glass.  

A tall, transparent glass.  

Under the moonlight, the glass sparkled like an enchanted elixir.  

“I told you, I don’t drink alcohol.”  

“But... I worked so hard to prepare this for you...”  

She looked up at me with the most pitiful expression.  

Being shorter than me, she often made that face whenever things didn’t go her way.  

“Ha...”  

I shook my head, resigned.  

If I refused, she’d sulk all day.  

Not wanting to deal with that, I gestured for her to do as she pleased.  

“You won’t regret this.”  

She began pulling out cocktail ingredients she had prepared in advance.  

It was as if she’d known I’d eventually agree.  

What a cunning little puppy.  

That puppy focused intently on the ingredients in her hands.  

In a shaker filled with ice...  

She added one ounce of clear vodka.  

One ounce of fragrant peach liqueur.  

Five milliliters of blue curaçao.  

And a splash of golden apple juice.  

She then gave the shaker a light rhythmic shake.  

The chilled shaker, now frosted, rested against the glass.  

Finally, a stream of blue moonlight poured slowly into the glass.  

  

Grade: ★★★★☆ (???)  
Effect: Increases all the target’s stats by 2.  

Information: A flawless aquamarine.  
As beautiful as the blue hues of the sea.  

Although Anna has never swum before, this color of the sea feels incredibly familiar to her.  
It’s a taste so impactful it feels like regaining something once lost.  

“Aquamarine is March’s birthstone.”  

Sun-ye spoke softly as she slid the glass toward me.  

“And we escaped the facility on March 14.”  

The blue waves inside the glass swayed gently.  

“That day, I felt like we were reborn.”  

Sun-ye clasped her hands together politely and stared at the aquamarine, just as I did.  

“You said you don’t even remember when your birthday is. So how about we decide our birthday is in March from now on?”  

The moment I heard her words, I looked away from the aquamarine.  

I stared directly at Sun-ye.  

She was smiling.  

But for some reason, her smile felt sad to me.  

That sadness unknowingly made me agree to her suggestion.  

“Alright.”  

I lifted the glass slowly.  

Carefully, I sipped the blue sea.  

A sweet apple fragrance filled my mouth.  

It was a calm, aromatic flavor that paired perfectly with the late night.  

By the time I had emptied half the glass...  

Sun-ye approached me slowly.  

Her eyes mirrored the gentle waves of the aquamarine.  

Perhaps because of that ebb and flow, my chest began to tremble slightly.  

I tried to blame the feeling on the strong drink.  

But soon, the trembling became impossible to ignore.  

Because...  

Sun-ye kissed me.  

“...”  

The aquamarine that lingered on my lips stained her as well.  

The beautiful girl who had just turned twenty half-closed her eyes and whispered to me.  

“Happy birthday, Anna.”  
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"You too... Happy birthday."

I repeated her words like a machine.

And then I tipped the edge of the glass to my lips.

A calm ocean settled in my mouth.

Before long, the drink slid down my throat like a wave.

Maybe because I drank it all at once, I ended up coughing repeatedly.

"Idiot. Who drinks a cocktail like that?"

Sun-ye approached me with a worried expression.

Then she dragged her chair closer and sat down.

"…"

She wiped my lips with a handkerchief.

But soon, the bartender froze mid-motion and stared intently at my face.

Her black pupils shimmered under the moonlight.

I stared at that glimmer.

And then I asked.

"Do you. Have something. To say?"

"How did you know I had something to say?"

She smiled bashfully.

Perhaps feeling her smile was too frivolous, Sun-ye covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Now you can figure things out just by looking?"

"We've been together. For three years now, so of course."

I sipped my glass, as if her question was nothing new.

The aquamarine was nearly gone before I realized it.

"That's true. It's already been three years since we left that place."

Sun-ye gazed into the distance, as if recalling the past.

Then, as if something came to mind, she glanced at me and spoke.

"You've gotten so much stronger during that time."

I chuckled lightly and shook my head.

It was true I’d grown stronger, but still, I was only around the 30th rank.

"I just. Did as the old man. Told me to."

At my casual words, Sun-ye responded with a serious expression.

With a calm voice, she raised a finger.

"You can't get stronger just by doing as you're told. You're quicker to learn and more creative than others."

"Anyone. Can do it. With effort."

"No matter what, becoming an S-rank Hunter in three years is impossible."

Sun-ye laughed faintly and ruffled my long hair.

But I felt uncomfortable with this meaningless back-and-forth.

Why was she suddenly showering me with praise?

It felt like she had something to say but was preparing for it, and it annoyed me.

That annoyance soon turned into a question.

"So. What is it you really want to say?"

At my blunt question, Sun-ye’s face momentarily stiffened.

She soon looked despondent, as if waking from a blissful dream.

"Actually... there’s something I’ve never been able to tell you."

It was the words I’d been waiting for.

The seeds of doubt sown by Tolkien’s drugs had thirsted for these words from Sun-ye.

"What is it?"

I set my glass down.

Was this finally the moment my curiosity would be satisfied?

"The day you become a Ranker, they'll come to retrieve you from the facility."

"What... retrieve?"

Using the word "retrieve" for a person?

It was absurd.

And hearing the word "facility" again after so long was deeply unpleasant.

It made this life with Sun-ye at the inn feel like it had all been a dream.

"How would. They know where we are?"

"They couldn’t not know."

Sun-ye spoke with eyes as clouded as mine.

The freshness that once lingered in her gaze was long gone.

"Because I reported everything."

The moment I heard those words.

The bar fell into a deafening silence.

The sound of cars outside.

The occasional cries of cats.

Everything went silent.

"What... did you say?"

"I reported everything to the facility. How many times you swung your sword. How many times you went to the bathroom. How many hours you slept."

Once, I’d felt the sensation of centipedes burrowing into my brain.

Hearing Sun-ye’s words brought that sensation back, as if it had never left.

"In fact, the facility let us go on purpose. They’ve been watching you grow in reality."

The centipede crawled deeper into the folds of my brain.

The pain began to make me colder, more ruthless.

So what’s the conclusion?

That you’re a traitor, so I should kill you?

"Why are you. Telling me this. Now?"

I asked her with a detached expression.

Sun-ye spoke calmly, as if she’d given up on everything.

But her half-open eyes glistened with countless emotions.

"Because today’s the last day I’m sending a report. The 'S-rank Project' ends today."

Outside the inn window, a faint light glimmered.

My dull eyes instinctively caught it.

"Then why not ambush me in secret, instead of telling me now?"

Seemingly unaware of the light, Sun-ye kept staring at me.

She spoke.

"Because I liked you. I didn’t want to see you get taken away…"

Hearing those words, my mind froze like it had been struck by lightning.

Before I realized it, my unrestrained hand was already around Sun-ye’s neck.

You deceived me.

You broke me.

And now you think a simple "I like you" will make it all okay?

Unforgivable...

Sun-ye’s face trembled faintly.

Soon, blood began trickling from her nose.

"Run, Anna. Somewhere no one will find you."

Sun-ye spoke quietly.

The blood dripped from her chin like raindrops and splattered on the floor.

At her final words, the inn’s window shattered.

With the shards came armed Hunters descending on ropes.

Sun-ye seemed to have anticipated their arrival, closing her eyes halfway.

Before long, a Colt revolver was in her hand.

Even as I strangled her, she hadn’t drawn it.

But now, she pointed it not at me, but at the intruders.

The bartender, who had meekly poured drinks earlier, now had a fierce glint in his eye.

It was the look of a survivor who had fought to the death in the facility.

The revolver spat fire.

"---!"

Three years may have passed, but her skills were unchanged.

Sun-ye perfectly hit the foreheads of two descending on ropes and immediately kicked a chair to obscure the third’s view.

I took the opening to draw my sword.

And as the blade emerged, I sliced the third Hunter in half.

"There’s no time. A facility-affiliated Ranker will be here soon!"

Sun-ye shouted.

But even as she shouted, she began coughing up blood.

Sun-ye gripped the revolver tightly with both hands.

She fired warning shots at the Hunters entering through the front door.

But they weren’t foolish enough to only come through the door.

Avoiding her shots, three more Hunters climbed through the windows.

I began to deal with them one by one with my drawn sword.

Striking the solar plexus of one wielding a large sword with the hilt.

Piercing the chest of another behind me by thrusting the hilt backward.

But I couldn’t stop the last one.  

The man with a masked face ran past me, heading straight for Sun-ye.  

Why was this happening?  

Surely, their target was me, and Sun-ye was supposed to be on their side.  

Fortunately, she easily blew off the attacker’s head with her gun.  

The last armed Hunter who stormed the bar collapsed without resistance.  

Thanks to that, the bar fell silent once again, as if nothing had happened.  

"..."  

Something was off.  

If they knew I had become an S-rank Hunter, they’d know that sending just these small fries wouldn’t cut it.  

It felt like I was being tested.  

I slowly surveyed my surroundings before turning my gaze to Sun-ye.  

There had to be a Ranker as strong as the man I’d seen back in the lab...  

The moment that thought crossed my mind, something happened.  

A massive hand burst out from the wall Sun-ye was leaning against.  

And the spot it emerged from...  

Was right in the center of Sun-ye’s abdomen.  

It had completely pierced through her body.  

"Ah..."  

Was it from the shock?  

The brilliance in Sun-ye’s eyes began to fade.  

"Sun-ye."  

I muttered as I watched her.  

That fleeting moment I witnessed shook even my usually calm state of mind.  

The centipede I had barely suppressed writhed as if awakened, and my head spun.  

The arm that had impaled Sun-ye abruptly retracted into the wall.  

She slumped to the ground, smearing blood across the wall.  

Moments later, a man wearing sunglasses entered through the bar’s front door.  

His steps were leisurely, his hands drenched in blood.  

No one was left to fire warning shots at the door.  

  

Occupation: S-rank Hunter, 10th place.  

Details: Rose to 10th place through assassination, not raids.  

A member of the South Korean Hunter Association’s lower house.  

Adjusting his slipping sunglasses, he looked at the gasping Sun-ye.  

Shaking his head, Chang-yoon muttered.  

"What an idiot. If the ambush had succeeded, it would’ve been over, but why bother now..."  

"..."  

A Ranker.  

And one who ranked within the top 10.  

But his presence didn’t even register in my mind.  

I was focused solely on Sun-ye, blood pouring from her stomach.  

Noticing my gaze, Chang-yoon moved.  

Quickly and stealthily.  

His blood-stained hand darted toward my neck.  

I wanted to ignore that hand.  

But the drug implanted in my brain seemed intent on keeping me alive, instantly commanding my body to react.  

Block it.  

I didn’t even see it clearly.  

It wasn’t an attack my eyes could follow.  

But my arm moved in response to the sound of the air tearing.  

Following that sound, my mind issued an order, and my hand raised the sword.  

The blade, drawn from its sheath, intercepted his grasp.  

"---!"  

Though his hand was bare, a metallic clang rang out as it collided with the blade.  

Chang-yoon chuckled, seemingly surprised by my swift defense.  

"Most kids can’t even block this... You really are different."  

His hand, pressed against the blade, began to slide.  

Harsh friction sounds and sharp sparks flew.  

Such strength.  

But I didn’t back down either.  

The sliding edge of his hand slipped past the blade and aimed for my abdomen.  

I barely twisted my body to dodge the attack.  

My dress shirt was torn.  

My navel was fully exposed.  

A red wound appeared on my bare skin.  

Having tasted blood, he immediately launched another strike.  

It was to prevent me from finding a moment to swing my sword.  

Understanding this, I didn’t bother trying to swing my sword immediately.  

Instead, I slammed my foot forcefully into the wooden floor.  

The other end of the plank shot upward.  

The sharp edge jabbed at Chang-yoon’s throat.  

"---!"  

Caught off guard, he clutched his neck.  

Black blood trickled down from his torn skin.  

Taking advantage of the moment, I swung my sword.  

He retreated swiftly to avoid the attack.  

"As expected..."  

The high-ranking Ranker barely gained some distance, catching his breath.  

He regained his composure, brushing back his hair as if nothing had happened.  

"They said this test subject was promising... They weren’t exaggerating."  

He murmured with a face flushed with excitement.  

As if he was enjoying the situation...  

"This one, huh...?"  

His cryptic words made me frown.  

"Oh, she hasn’t told you that part yet, huh. That there are plenty of other test subjects besides you, sent out from the island."  

He grinned smugly.  

His crooked teeth were grotesque.  

"Most of them just stuck to the training methods they learned at the facility and ended up dead at my hands. But you’re different. Creative."  

He evaluated my skills as if he were a bureaucrat.  

To him, killing people was just part of his job, another performance metric.  

Oddly enough, I liked his cold detachment.  

I, too, had mastered the art of killing.  

We’d get along just fine.  

My lips twitched into a grin.  

I was thrilled.  

I had craved a fight this intense all my life.  

Not since the Ranker who subdued me in the lab had I experienced this.  

In response, the seasoned killer sliced through the air and charged at me.  

He was fast.  

No matter how long my blade was, dealing with someone who closed the distance this quickly was difficult.  

Before I could swing, I was busy dodging his relentless strikes.  

I found myself being cornered.  

"Your movements are good, but if you only dodge, you’ll eventually be trapped."  

He spoke with ease, as if offering advice.  

I didn’t respond and calmly let myself be pushed to a dead end.  

His dark hand shot toward my face.  

At that moment, I dropped my body as if I were collapsing.  

Just like with Sun-ye’s abdomen, his arm pierced straight through the wall.  

But that wall...  

Was made of tiles.  

And behind those tiles were steel beams.  

"---!"  

His nimble fingers crushed into the steel beams.  

The beams twisted to match the shape of his fingers.  

"This... This is..."  

The 10th-ranked Hunter stared at the warped beams tangled between his knuckles.  

"A Hunter who doesn’t even investigate their prey’s habitat properly?"  

I smirked lazily.  

That grim smile made his eyes twitch uncontrollably.  

His once-confident pupils shrank in surprise.  

No matter how much he struggled, his hand wouldn’t come free.  

The wall just shook but refused to let go of the arrogant intruder’s hand.  

Now it was my turn to teach him a lesson.  


  
    Chapter 42 Aqua Marine 5

    Aqua Marine 5  

In my hand, I held a sword.  

And the opponent was in a situation where his hands were tied, unable to escape.  

What should I do in this situation?  

It’s simple.  

I could just cut his neck with the longsword.  

But I didn’t do that.  

I wanted to give him a more impressive and narrative-filled death.  

How should I kill this man in front of me?  

How about letting the killer suffer the same method he used to kill others?  

He’d die feeling the pain of those he had killed.  

Perfect.  

“---!”  

I dropped the sword.  

The loud metallic sound slammed against the ground.  

Seeing that, a trace of hope appeared on Chang-yoon’s face.  

The ranker asked me.  

“Are you trying to fight me fairly? Fine. With that mindset, I’ll give the facility a good report about you.”  

The ranker spoke nonsense.  

Does he not understand his current situation?  

“What are you talking about?”  

“...”  

Chang-yoon’s face twitched.  

Soon, his gaze gradually lowered toward his body.  

Because my hand had completely pierced through his abdomen.  

“You thought... only your grip was strong?”  

He couldn’t say anything as he felt a pain he had never experienced in his life.  

All he could do was let out choking sounds with his mouth slightly open.  

The sticky sensation of digging into flesh.  

Feeling it made my mind writhe like a centipede crawling in my brain.  

It rejoiced as if it had tasted a delicious meal.  

I shivered at the metallic smell of blood.  

Soon, I twisted the hand that pierced through him and stirred it, savoring the sensation.  

It felt like my murky eyes gained focus, giving me a fresh thrill.  

“Anna...”  

But that exhilarating sensation was shattered completely.  

Because I heard a familiar voice.  

My ravaged eyes turned toward the source of the voice.  

It was Sun-ye.  

She approached me, bleeding profusely, almost collapsing at my feet.  

Behind her, a trail of red blood stretched out along the path she had struggled to crawl.  

With pale lips, she looked at me with a sorrowful expression.  

Her half-closed eyes seemed to plead for mercy from me.  

Responding to that plea, I looked at Chang-yoon.  

But by the time I came to my senses, he was already dead.  

His expression, frozen in fear, didn’t even allow his eyes to close.  

“Run... They’ll surely send another ranker after you.”  

Honestly, I didn’t need to hear her words.  

Because I wanted to face that “inaugural ranker” from the lab again.  

But...  

Seeing this girl dying right in front of me erased all those thoughts.  

An overwhelming desire to save her surged within me.  

At first, I couldn’t understand that emotion.  

Was it because I genuinely loved this girl?  

No.  

It was because if she died without revealing the truth, I wouldn’t know if the memories we shared were real or not.  

Without knowing that, the meaning of my existence would completely vanish.  

In my mind, a personality yearning for slaughter clashed with one seeking the value of life.  

So for now, I wanted to save her.  

Save her and ask her sincerely.  

If she didn’t regret the time we spent together.  

I immediately approached her.  

I took off my coat and wrapped it around Sun-ye’s wound.  

“Hold on. It’s going to hurt.”  

“...”  

As I pressed down hard, Sun-ye let out a sharp gasp.  

For a moment, I feared she might die right after making that sound.  

But fortunately, Sun-ye slowly opened her half-closed eyes and looked at me weakly.  

It seemed she could hold on a little longer.  

Relieved, I placed my hands under her legs and waist.  

And slowly lifted her up.  

“Where should I go?”  

I glanced back and forth between the shattered window and the front door.  

As I had seen earlier, bright lights flickered outside again.  

It was the reinforcements.  

Breaking through them to escape wasn’t difficult.  

But carrying Sun-ye while doing so was impossible.  

If she got hit by a bullet while escaping...  

I didn’t even want to imagine it.  

“---.”  

While thinking about that, my hair stood on end.  

That strange sensation made me instinctively scan my surroundings.  

Was it the ceiling?  

No.  

It wasn’t the wall, like when Chang-yoon ambushed Sun-ye.  

It was beneath the floor of the shop.  

Subtle vibrations began to emanate from between the floorboards.  

Could it be they invaded even this place?  

“---!”  

I almost stomped on the floor out of panic.  

But before I could, someone else broke through the floor first.  

To be precise, they opened a hidden secret door.  

Soon, the face of the only other person I could trust emerged from there.  

“Dae-hyuk...”  

“How many times do I have to tell you to add ‘sir’ at the end?”  

He struggled to climb up the passage, nearly getting stuck with his thick belly.  

“Where’s Lieutenant Han?”  

“Here...”  

I didn’t even know she was a lieutenant.  

But instinctively, I could tell she was the one he was referring to.  

“She’s in bad shape. She’s lost too much blood...”  

“Where do I go? I don’t know where to go.”  

When I asked, he pointed toward the passage he came from.  

As if he had predicted this situation would occur.  

“If you go through the passage, you’ll find a collapsed subway. Follow the tracks straight ahead.”  

“What about you, sir?”  

I asked him as he retrieved a shotgun from under the counter.  

Dae-hyuk calmly loaded red shells into the gun and smirked.  

“Are you finally able to worry about others now?”  

“This isn’t a joking matter. Aren’t you coming with us?”  

I knew.  

He surely didn’t want to die in this situation.  

He had a daughter.  

What father would want to die, leaving behind a daughter he cherished enough to send to an expensive academy?  

But Dae-hyuk dismissed my thoughts with a laugh.  

“I’m a bartender. I have to protect my bar.”  

Skillfully, he loaded the shotgun with one hand.  

As a former mercenary for the facility, he knew reality better than anyone.  

If we all escaped together, we’d be pursued and inevitably caught.  

Someone had to stay behind to buy time.  

Knowing that, he said.  

“Go. Never get caught again.”  

“Live your life freely, Anna.”  

Freedom...  

I repeated that unfamiliar word in my mind.  

And in the end, I nodded.  

Given the circumstances, I had no choice but to rely on him.  

I threw myself into the dark passage.  

The light pouring from the shop disappeared completely.  

Loud gunshots echoed above.  

Shotgun shells clattered onto the floor.  

“---.”  

I ran.  

Since becoming an S-rank hunter, I have rarely gasped for breath while running.  

But now, I ran like crazy, my heartbeat loud enough for Sun-ye to hear.  

How far had I run? Soon, I found a sign attached to the wall.  

“Gasan Digital Complex Station.”  

It was a station name I had never seen before.  

After coming to Korea, I immediately experienced the Gate incident, so I had no time to learn about the subway lines.  

“Sun-ye. Where should I go?”  

Hearing my voice, Sun-ye’s body trembled.  

Soon, she reopened her half-closed eyes and looked faintly at the sign.  

“Out of Seoul... you have to leave Seoul.”  

“Seoul?”  

“All of Seoul is under the facility’s radar. You have to escape to the outskirts...”  

She coughed as she spoke.  

Dark red blood trickled from her pale lips.  

That hot blood soaked my dress shirt.  

The warmth spurred me to move faster.  

Somewhere outside of Seoul...  

I turned a corner and ran toward Line 7.  

I jumped over the fragments scattered on the tracks.  

And then I saw a much simpler sign than at the previous station.  

“Cheolsan.”  

As I climbed over the debris, the night sky opened above me.  

There, a melancholy crescent moon shone down on us.  

My legs trembled.  

Dragging my feet, I entered a secluded mountain.  

Reaching the summit, I propped her up against a tree.  

“Wait here. I’ll request a support helicopter from the Association.”  

I quickly pulled out my phone.  

Since there was no signal in the underground passage, I had to climb this high.  

“---.”  

Damn it.  

Was it because it was late at night? No one answered my call.  

Please, someone answer.  

Only the Assembly members had the authority to dispatch helicopters.  

I skimmed through the list of Assembly members I knew.  

Those who had promised to help me anytime were now of no use when I needed them most.  

No one answered.  

No one...  

I almost dropped my phone in despair.  

“Hello?”  

Then, hearing a woman’s voice on the screen, I gripped the phone tightly again.  

And shouted without hesitation.  

“Helicopter.”  

“Anna, is it? I didn’t expect you to call me first.”  

“Helicopter.”  

The sudden demand left the other side silent for a moment, seemingly startled.  

But soon, realizing the situation, the voice on the phone returned with a meaningful tone.  

“Where are you?”  

“Cheolsan. A deserted mountain near an abandoned apartment.”  

“I’ll be there soon. Wait where the signal is strong.”  

The call ended abruptly.  

I shoved the phone into my back pocket.  

Then I approached Anna, who was leaning against the tree.  

“Wait. The helicopter will be here soon.”  

Sun-ye smiled faintly.  

I couldn’t understand why she was smiling despite such deep wounds.  

“Why... did you run away with me?”  

In a situation where she might die, she asked an odd question.  

“Because there’s something I want to ask.”  

“The truth about me?”  

Sun-ye, as if expecting it, spoke first.  

But I shook my head calmly at her words.  

“No, about our relationship.”  

“Poor Anna... You still believe in me?”  

Sun-ye, her eyes half-closed, smiled.  

A faint white breath escaped her lips.  

“Anna, you know... I’m not actually a prisoner of the facility like you.”  

She reached for my hand.  

Her hands, which had always been warm, felt as cold as ice today.  

“And you’re not, in fact... a survivor abducted by the facility.”  

“What...?”  

I knew.  

I knew Sun-ye wasn’t an ordinary prisoner.  

But hearing that I wasn’t abducted by the facility either—what was she talking about?  

“The truth is, you were born there. Your lack of emotional understanding isn’t just from drugs or training.”  

“...”  

Born there?  

Then my life in America and my visit to Korea to see my mother...  

“Your childhood was entirely artificial. Based on an AI algorithm, you were the 32nd sample, created with the most ordinary human girl’s memories.”  

The detailed explanation made my eyes tremble faintly.  

My gaze turned as pale as a machine’s.  

“You were born by combining the genes of a famous swimmer. That swimmer was the greatest talent of all time and a psychopath who killed fifty women.”  

Was that why I instinctively swam when I fell from the facility?  

The truths falling into place made my whole body itch as if I was losing my mind.  

“You were born with the combined talents of a top athlete and a murderer. Meant to be Tolkien’s secret weapon.”  

I looked at my hands.  

They were rough, scarred hands with torn lines.  

Was this skin and these cells originally those of a killer?  

I looked at Sun-ye through the gaps in my fingers and asked.  

“Then... does that mean all the happy times I’ve lived were fake?”  

Sun-ye didn’t answer.  

She just barely nodded with a trembling head.  

“I see.”  

The wind blew.  

Perhaps because of the altitude, the cold breeze swept through me.  

“Then, what about you?”  

“Me...?”  

Sun-ye’s face contorted.  

She didn’t seem to immediately understand my question.  

“Were the times we spent together all fake, too?”  

“...”  

She didn’t answer this either.  

No, she couldn’t.  

“The first time you waved at me, the cocktails you made with beer and champagne...”  

“And even the time you kissed me... was all of that fake?”  

It was the first time.  

My nose stung.  

My eyes, which had always been pale, turned red.  

Because of the redness on my flushed face, my eyes felt hot.  

“Yes.”  

Sun-ye, with her eyes barely open, smiled faintly.  

At that moment, I realized.  

Who the real psychopath was, who the true villain was.  

Was it Tolkien, whom I had witnessed so far? Was it Chang-yoon, who had killed countless people?  

No.  

The greatest murderer was right in front of me.  

She had killed something inside my heart.  

Like a cruel, psychopathic killer, she had torn it apart.  

That killer began coughing.  

If she had stayed silent, the coughing would have stopped, and she could have lived longer.  

But she coughed even louder, as if making a decision.  

“Stop it.”  

Even at my words, she didn’t stop.  

I clung close to her and forcibly shoved my fingers into her mouth.  

I felt her saliva-soaked teeth and fingers.  

Between her teeth, Sun-ye’s voice spilled out.  

“Now, don’t you regret it? The time you spent with me...”  

Regret.  

If it were the past, I would have.  

I had been deceived by everyone, and I was still alone, and I would forever be alone.  

After experiencing this, how could I ever trust anyone again?  

But...  

I decided not to regret it anymore.  

Even if it was all fake, at that moment, I had truly been happy.  

That was... an undeniable reality.  

“No, I don’t regret it.”  

I confessed with trembling lips.  

Since I confessed, it was my turn to ask her.  

“What about you?”  

I hoped she felt the same way.  

I hoped that, at least for the time we spent together, she had been happy too.  

With that thought, I tightly closed my eyes.  

Soon, a faint breath reached my ears.  

The breath whispered to me.  

“I regret it.”  

The moment I heard those words, my trembling lips froze.  

I slowly opened my eyes and looked at Sun-ye.  

“I started this because I was promised my family would be cared for.”  

“But, on the verge of completing the mission, I faltered because of you.”  

Half-closing her eyes, she murmured.  

But soon, her eyes began to close completely.  

“If I die like this... what will happen to my little sister, Si-ho?”  

“She’s such a helpless, pitiful child...”  

The boundary between her pupils and the whites of her eyes blurred.  

Her gaze was unfocused, moving erratically.  

“I’m sorry, Anna. I shouldn’t have given you even a hint of affection...”  

“I’m sorry for making things end so badly...”  

With those final words, Sun-ye stopped moving altogether.  

Her blood-stained hand fell limply to the ground.  

I stared blankly at that hand.  

Her palms bore countless scars from working at the bar.  

Burns from pouring hot water.  

Cuts from hastily washing dishes.  

That hand had made me an aquamarine.  

A black velvet.  

And had caressed my face.  

But now, that hand had gone completely cold.  

Her little sister?  

Even in her final moments, was her mind only on that damn little sister...?  

How futile.  

My lifelong companion closed her eyes while muttering about another girl.  

“Is this the end?”  

The night sky remained silent.  

The crescent moon still shone steadily on me.  

From the mountain, the lights of Seoul sparkled in the distance.  

The city would never know what I had just been through.  
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    Chinese Iced Tea 1  

The Angelic Hand had ended.  

When I woke up, the first thing I saw was Anna.  

She was still sitting on top of me, staring down at me intently.  

However, Anna's face was different from the one I had seen before.  

It was an expression so unfamiliar that I could never forget it.  

Her murky eyes, like they were patched up with glue, shimmered with hot tears.  

Soon, those tears fell and wet my lips.  

It was warm.  

And it hurt my chest.  

Her usually emotionless doll-like face now seemed pitiful, like a little girl.  

Because of that, I forgot that we were both naked, our bodies pressed together.  

Soon, she slowly got off me.  

Then, she staggered and leaned against the wall of the bed.  

I blankly watched her as she curled her legs tightly.  

Anna, trembling pitifully, covered her forehead with her hands.  

"Anna..."  

I mumbled at the emotions I was seeing from her for the first time in my life.  

Anna spoke in a low voice.  

"Why are you sisters... so desperate to torment me?"  

At those words, I couldn't respond immediately.  

I just stared blankly at her, half-risen from my lying position.  

"Your sister deceived me, and you dig up memories I had barely managed to forget."  

"I didn’t know. I didn’t know my sister was Sun-ye."  

"..."  

I desperately tried to plead with her.  

Because, at least this time, I was being sincere.  

Her hair stirred faintly.  

Through it, her narrowed eyes flashed coldly.  

"How convenient. All you have to say is that you didn’t know."  

"..."  

Her two emotional remarks left me speechless.  

"I wanted to believe you."  

Her eyes, which had always been dry and indifferent, turned red.  

She whimpered like a wounded woman.  

"You were the first person to be kind to me."  

"Since your sister..."  

"But in the end, you were just the same."  

"You read memories at will, and play with people based on them. Does it feel good?"  

Anna spat out her feelings, as if vomiting all her pent-up emotions.  

"Even your kindness to me, the meals you cooked, the time you spent playing claw machines with me—were they all calculated actions?"  

She asked me resentfully.  

I shook my head violently in response.  

"Like your damn sister."  

"No... I really just..."  

I wanted to keep speaking right away.  

But my words got caught in my throat.  

Did I really help Anna purely by chance, just out of goodwill?  

No, that wasn’t it.  

I was scared of her because she was a killer, and I deliberately read her memories to win her favor.  

My pupils trembled.  

Reading that movement, Anna's expression turned firm with certainty.  

I knew that expression.  

The look of unfairness and resentment, as if her entire world had collapsed.  

It was the same look Ji-soo noona had given me on the day she died.  

At that moment, my chest began to ache.  

I wanted to say something, anything.  

But maybe it was because Anna’s expression resembled Ji-soo noona's so closely.  

My mouth hung open, unable to utter a word.  

"Get out... now. Before I kill you."  

"Don’t ever. Make me hope for you. Again."  

Anna began to speak again, her tone returning to its emotionless cadence.  

I responded by rising to my feet.  

Since I couldn’t think of anything to say to her, I thought it would be best to simply respect her wishes and leave.  

I pulled up the pajamas that had slipped down to my chest.  

Anna's scent seemed to cling all over my body.  

I tried my best to ignore it and looked around for my clothes.  

Where did I put them?  

I glanced at Anna.  

She was still sitting, curled up and bowing her head.  

She looked as if she were dead.  

Asking her, "Hey... where are my clothes?" in this situation felt completely out of the question.  

I had no choice but to step into the hallway in my pajamas.  

Even there, my clothes were nowhere to be found.  

Only a crossbody bag sat there, abandoned.  

Well, at least having my bag intact was something.  

Thankfully, all my belongings were still inside.  

I secured the bag tightly over my pajamas.  

Thanks to that, the loose top was somewhat held in place.  

It felt like wearing a poorly fitted school team shirt.  

I pulled the front door open.  

The handle that hadn’t budged when I tried to escape earlier now turned easily in the opposite direction.  

“---.”  

The thick door closed firmly behind me.  

I stood in front of the closed officetel, dazed for a long time.  

Anna had pushed my abilities to their limit.  

Not just Anna’s, but Sun-ye's memories, too, had surfaced, revealing all her secrets to me.  

The fact that she was an artificially created human.  

The betrayal of the one companion she had trusted.  

And... regret.  

At first, I had only been afraid of Anna.  

A psychopathic killer who murdered people as she pleased.  

I thought that was all there was to her.  

But after learning the truth, all her actions seemed pitiful to me.  

In some ways, she was a victim.  

“Regret, huh.”  

Ji-soo noona, who had always been kind and smiled at me, had felt the same.  

She said she regretted the time she spent with me.  

Of course, she hadn’t deceived me like Sun-ye had.  

I was the one who misunderstood everything.  

But...  

Did she really have to say that to me, even at the very end?  

My chest ached.  

I repeated the word "regret" in my mind as I descended into the elevator.  

The first-floor lobby was very dark.  

A bright light poured in from the main gate, so I headed toward it without thinking.  

But I stopped abruptly.  

“...”  

When I stepped out of the officetel, I found myself in a completely unfamiliar street.  

Chinese signs and unfamiliar people were everywhere.  

Was there such a place in Korea?  

I quickly searched for a signpost.  

Fortunately, a blue street sign on a utility pole displayed the name of this place.  

And then I realized why this place felt so strange despite being in Korea.  

「Daerim 2-dong」  

A neighborhood where many Chinese people had lived even before the gates opened.  

It was notorious for its poor public safety even in the past.  

After the era of anarchy began, Chinese illegal immigrants had gathered here to create their own kingdom.  

Despite being in Seoul, it was the most dangerous shadowed area that even the Association couldn’t reach.  

This was Daerim 2-dong.  

And I was standing in the middle of this dangerous area, dressed in pajamas.  

“This is bad.”  

It was the perfect place for wanted criminals to hide.  

And also the perfect place for someone weak like me to die miserably.  

The loud honk of a car horn jolted my chest.  

Was it the pressure of this atmosphere? I quickly pulled out my phone.  

The phone I had bought after my possession only had a few contacts.  

There were only three people in my contact list.  

Ji-wook sunbae.  

No, that incompetent hyung wouldn’t be of any help here.  

Jae-hee?  

She’s probably busy with her schedule right now.  

Then, that leaves only one other person...  

I hesitated for a long time before dialing that number.  

Loud shouts from Chinese voices echoed nearby.  

Startled by the noise, I ended up pressing the call button.  

“---.”  

“---.”  

The owner of the contact didn’t pick up right away.  

The repeated dial tone made my chest pound.  

The more it rang, the more disheartened I felt.  

It was ridiculous to be this desperate just because I had no one to call.  

Even after possessing this body, I was still alone.  

I felt pathetic... so pathetic.  

When the call wasn’t connected after 10 seconds, I almost hit the end button.  

But at that moment, the phone displayed "00:01."  

“Si-ho...?”  

It was a voice I had become somewhat familiar with by now.  

When I first met her, I was terrified, yet I also found her voice captivating.  

Now, I had directly reached out to her myself.  

But as I tried to speak to her, something caught in my throat, as if blocking my words.  

So much had happened to me all at once.  

And my battered body felt cold and achy.  

“...”  

“What’s wrong? What happened?”  

Even as I stayed silent, Executor asked with concern.  

“Help me... please...”  

I finally managed to force the words out through the lump in my throat.  

She then asked me in a very serious tone.  

“Where are you? Take a deep breath and tell me calmly.”  

“Daerim 2-dong.”  

“That dangerous place? Why are you there?”  

“I don’t know... I don’t know why I’m here...”  

Before I realized it, my throat had tightened again.  

I didn’t want her to notice, but this young body of mine had already begun to stammer.  

“Wait. I’m coming right now.”  

I heard the sound of a chair crashing to the ground through the phone.  

And then, the call abruptly ended.  

I wiped at my tear-streaked eyes.  

Why am I... suddenly like this?  

I’d been through countless raids and endured so much scorn without shedding a tear...  

I sniffled quietly.  

Something is wrong with me.  

It feels like I’m turning into someone else, and it’s terrifying.  

Maybe it’s because of that fear.  

I felt an urge to hide somewhere.  

That thought led me back toward the officetel in a hurry.  

I hid in the shadows, gasping for breath.  

Have I been overthinking too much lately?  

My mood is terrible.  

The fact that I’m in pajamas doesn’t help—it’s freezing, and my whole body is trembling.  

It’s only May.  

There’s still a long time until summer, so it’s no wonder I’m cold dressed like this.  

I stared blankly at the road.  

On the street, countless Chinese people were heading somewhere.  

From kids hitting graffiti-covered walls with metal pipes found at construction sites,  

to middle-aged women leaning against telephone poles selling unidentified vegetables.  

But the most eye-catching sight was a man smoking in a shady corner.  

The man in a black dress shirt had tattoos on both arms.  

He spat on the ground, glancing around.  

Don’t make eye contact.  

If I do, I might get hit just for being an outsider.  

I quickly turned my gaze to the side.  

“...?”  

But as I turned my head, I locked eyes with a Chinese man I had never seen before.  

A bald head, smooth as a hippo.  

A stretched-out t-shirt clinging tightly to his chest and belly.  

And chest hair peeking out faintly from in between.  

Just looking at him made it hard to breathe.  

The man, dragging his slippers, began walking toward me.  

The closer he got, the stronger the unfamiliar scent of spices filled the air.  

“You’re a face I’ve never seen before.”  

He asked me in fluent Korean.  

“Which shop are you from?”  

“A shop? Ah, I work in Sindorim.”  

At the word “shop,” I immediately thought of the Moment Inn.  

“Sindorim? I didn’t know there was a business over there.”  

He scratched his belly while staring at my face.  

His black eyes scanned me up and down quickly.  

“Not bad.”  

“...Excuse me?”  

“For your height, you’ve got decent volume. And your face has a distinctive charm with a bit of attitude.”  

He rubbed his eye as if pointing at the beauty mark under mine, evaluating me like a chef judging a dish.  

Uncomfortable with his gaze, I shrank back.  

Clutching my crossbody bag tightly, I asked,  

“What exactly are you talking about?”  

“Ah, my apologies. I run several businesses around here too. So, what’s a Sindorim kid doing here?”  

“I’m waiting for someone.”  

“A customer?”  

The man kept saying strange things.  

I sighed deeply in frustration and replied,  

“Not a customer...”  

I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should explain who Executor was to me.  

What came out instead was,  

“She’s an older sister I know.”  

“Sister...?”  

He tilted his head at the word.  

Then, as if understanding something, he smirked.  

“Ah, I see. With those pajamas and short hair, I guess your ‘customer’ has that kind of taste.”  

I frowned at his words.  

Taste?  

“Well then, how about this? Instead of waiting for that ‘sister,’ why not spend the day with me?”  

“What? Why would I spend time with you?”  

“Don’t be so hard to get. I’ll pay you ten times what she’s paying. You’ll have to go through me to work in this area anyway.”  

He laughed heartily.  

As I grimaced at him, he waved to someone.  

I recognized the person he waved at immediately.  

It was the gangster I had feared locking eyes with earlier.  

The gangster, seeing him, bowed 90 degrees from a distance.  

Then he began striding across the busy road, indifferent to the cars.  

Soon, several henchmen emerged from the alleys to follow him.  

Four burly Chinese men.  

The cars all stopped as they marched, but not a single horn sounded.  

It was as if the drivers knew exactly who they were dealing with.  

As they approached, I felt something ominous about the situation.  

Instinctively, my body warned me.  

I needed to get out of here.  

I began stepping back slowly.  

But soon, I bumped into something thick behind me.  

When I looked up, I saw the chin of a burly Chinese man.  

What I had bumped into was his round belly.  

The man grabbed both my shoulders.  

Then, as if presenting me like a prize, he shoved me toward the smelly man.  

“Don’t worry. I’m very kind. Why else would I run this whole operation here?”  

His lips curled into a wide grin.  

Drool dripped from his yellowed gold tooth.  

“I’ll teach you all sorts of techniques. Ones so thrilling you couldn’t even imagine them in Sindorim.”  

The man’s massive shadow loomed over me.  
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"Where on earth are you taking me?"  

“There’s a very good place.”  

I was dragged into an alleyway, surrounded by burly men.  

The man snatched my bag and slung it over his shoulder.  

“This kind of thing, a man should carry for you.”  

He rummaged through my bag, pulled out my phone, and turned it off.  

Then he tossed it into a sewer.  

“Don’t worry. I’ll buy you a better one.”  

Between the tall men, a sour smell of spices wafted.  

The scent made me feel dizzy.  

As we walked through the towering buildings, the sky became obscured unless I craned my neck to look up.  

After about ten minutes through the dark path, a street drenched in red came into view.  

Red lanterns were hanging in the air between the buildings, and the sour spice smell changed to the scent of flowers.  

I soon realized what that fragrance meant.  

And as soon as I understood, I saw women standing in front of the buildings, waving at the men.  

The women, dressed in tight-fitting qipaos, greeted the gangsters with giggles.  

The men, familiar with their interactions, smirked and waved back.  

“Boss, when are you coming to our shop? You’ve been scarce lately.”  

“That’s right. You should visit us, too!”  

At their coquettish invitations, the bald man responded with a smile.  

He waved them off and pointed at me with his finger, as if to say not today.  

Their expressions darkened at the sight of me surrounded by his subordinates.  

They glared at me with twitching lips, as if jealous.  

At their terrifying hostility, I swallowed hard and lowered my head.  

The bald man suddenly placed his hand on my shoulder.  

“Don’t worry. You’ll be treated completely differently from those cheap prostitutes.”  

“I’m really not that kind of person. I’m just a bartender!”  

“Bartender? Oh, one of those drink-serving girls? Don’t worry, the work here won’t be much different.”  

I sighed at his unyielding response.  

What should I do? How can I escape from these massive men?  

The man wasn’t just dragging me along.  

Throughout the walk, he kept looking down at me.  

If I showed any sign of trying to escape, he’d likely swing his massive fist immediately.  

But I realized he wasn’t watching me because he feared I might run away.  

He was planning something even more sinister.  

“By the way, your gait and movements are way too awkward.”  

“...?”  

His unexpected comment made me frown instinctively.  

I looked up at him with a bewildered expression.  

“You’ll need some training at my establishment first. Before you entertain any men.”  

The man exhaled humid breath like a hippo.  

His eyes, buried in his fleshy face, squinted lecherously as he sneered at me.  

I’m screwed.  

I need to get my bag back as soon as possible.  

There must be an emergency Molotov cocktail in there.  

Molotov Cocktail  

Rating: ★☆  

Effect: Reduces the user’s health by 50%.  

In return, all physical damage inflicted is doubled.  

Info: Commonly used as an incendiary weapon but can also be consumed.  

If two bottles are consumed, health is reduced by 99%, and all physical abilities are awakened tenfold for one minute.  

I glanced at the crossbody bag secured tightly under his thick armpit.  

But before I could act, the group reached a shop.  

Hongjeomru  

“How is it? Impressive, right? This is the largest of my establishments. There’s probably no bar this big in all of Seoul.”  

My face flushed red, illuminated by the crimson neon lights pouring out from the shop.  

A giant gate that seemed twice my height.  

And luxurious Chinese-style roof tiles draped over it.  

I’d never seen such a massive pleasure bar in my life.  

Standing beneath the five-story behemoth, I felt dwarfed like a child.  

Unlike other shops, there were no women soliciting customers here.  

This place didn’t cling to customers; instead, customers begged to enter—it was the “top shop in the industry.”  

As the owner, the man swung the grand gate open with all his strength.  

A cloyingly artificial floral scent pricked my nose.  

The interior was even more garish.  

Chinese-style chandeliers, ornate carpets, and an unfamiliar Peking opera melody.  

It was hard to believe this was Korea.  

But what shocked me even more was the woman who walked out from the counter.  

Wearing a form-fitting qipao, she swayed gracefully as she approached the man.  

The fabric was so thin that her body was almost visible through it.  

On top of that, the slit at her hips revealed her thighs provocatively.  

If she moved just a bit more, even her underwear might be visible.  

“You’re here.”  

“Yes, Seon-hwa. The fifth floor is vacant, right?”  

“Of course. Who should I send up?”  

Seon-hwa, her makeup thick, smiled sweetly.  

The man shook his head, saying no need for anyone, and shoved me toward her.  

“Today, I’ll be using her.”  

I was pushed forward helplessly.  

Without even retrieving my bag.  

Seon-hwa gently caught me and patted my head.  

She asked the boss.  

“She’s new, isn’t she?”  

“That’s right. I snagged her while she was about to take her first customer on the street. I’m scouting her for our shop.”  

“But she doesn’t seem trained at all.”  

As Seon-hwa looked at me with concern, the boss spoke with a lecherous gleam.  

“That’s why I’m leaving her with you, Madame. You’ve got one day—train her properly.”  

“I’ll do my best.”  

Trusting her skills, the man ascended the elevator.  

His entourage of sturdy men followed in a noisy crowd.  

Their loud laughter gradually faded away.  

Soon, only Madame and I remained in the hall.  

I felt utterly overwhelmed.  

It felt like just 20 minutes ago, I’d left Anna’s shelter, and now I was here.  

What do I do now...  

While I was deep in thought, Madame gazed down at me quietly.  

She was as tall as Anna.  

With a gentle voice, Madame greeted me.  

“Hello, pretty one.”  

“Y-Yes...?”  

“You must’ve had a hard time coming here. Let’s go, too.”  

Seon-hwa pinched one of my cheeks.  

Then, wrapping her arm around my shoulder, she led me toward the elevator.  

She smelled strongly of flowers.  

Unlike the men, Madame was delicate and kind.  

Maybe this woman could help me.  

4th Floor.  

The elevator stopped on the 4th floor.  

As the doors opened, a long Chinese-style corridor stretched endlessly.  

Everything was painted red.  

“Unnie, you’re here?”  

“Unnie... I don’t feel like working today...”  

Numerous girls dressed in dancer costumes or qipaos approached Madame.  

They looked like kittens seeking their mother.  

Soon, they noticed me standing beside her.  

The girls looked at her curiously and asked.  

“Who’s she?”  

“She’s a girl who used to work in Sindorim. She’ll be staying with us from now on.”  

Perhaps because the man had disappeared.  

My lips, tightly sealed until now, finally began to move.  

I need to ask for help now.  

These people might understand me.  

“Excuse me...!”  

When I spoke urgently, everyone, from the girls to Seon-hwa, turned to look at me.  

“I was kidnapped and brought here. I’m not a dancer or a prostitute.”  

“So what?”  

Seon-hwa’s cold face stared at me.  

Even after hearing my words, her expression didn’t change.  

Her firm demeanor left me dumbfounded and increasingly terrified.  

"So what? Just let me go."  

"But you followed us all the way here, didn’t you? Maybe you were interested too."  

"That’s impossible! I’ve told you so many times, that pig-like man just dragged me here..."  

Frustrated, I raised my voice, and Seon-hwa’s expression twisted.  

And it wasn’t just her.  

All the girls who overheard me stared at me with shocked expressions.  

Madame immediately covered my mouth.  

"Did you just call Mr. Wi Cheong-san a pig...?"  

Her once gentle voice turned dark.  

Seon-hwa placed a finger on my lips as if warning me.  

"Every woman who enters here belongs to Mr. Wi Cheong-san."  

The smell from her finger was strong.  

I realized that the scent coming from her wasn’t flowers.  

It was thick, glue-like, and nauseating—like bond adhesive.  

Disgusted, I shuddered and roughly pushed her hand away.  

"What nonsense are you talking about? Anyway, I need to leave. Just let me sneak out."  

None of the girls in this place seemed normal.  

It was clear they were all in cahoots with that man.  

I glared at Seon-hwa with a furious expression.  

"I told you, that’s not possible..."  

Seon-hwa sighed deeply.  

Shaking her head, she spoke as if resigned.  

"Why is this girl so stubborn... Maybe it’s because she hasn’t been tamed yet?"  

Madame grabbed her sleek hair.  

Then she secured it tightly with a ribbon adorned with butterflies.  

"It seems we need to train you as he instructed."  

Madame snapped her fingers.  

Immediately, the girls approached me in unison like well-trained soldiers.  

Though they looked only around eighteen, they moved with the precision of highly trained individuals.  

The sheer oddity of it sent chills down my spine.  

I need to escape.  

There are no men here, so it might be easier to run away.  

I spotted a staircase at the end of the hallway.  

Though the girls were scattered around doing their makeup, I could push past them and escape.  

They’re just kids, after all.  

I was part of a reconnaissance team.  

I used to roam the mountains with a 30kg military pack...  

I was calculating my chances when—  

Suddenly.  

Two of the girls disappeared and reappeared behind me in an instant, as if they were hunters.  

"---!"  

Each of them grabbed one of my shoulders with a single hand.  

Overwhelmed by their strength, I fell to my knees.  

What the hell, how are they so strong...?  

"Do you think we were kidnapped and brought here?"  

Seon-hwa slowly approached me.  

She gently tickled my chin as if handling a pet.  

"Not at all. Every girl here was at least a B-rank hunter. Some of them even attended elite academies."  

What...?  

Why would girls wealthy and talented enough to attend an academy end up here...  

"We stayed by choice. Being chosen by him... It’s an utterly blissful experience."  

Madame’s eyes lost focus.  

Like a madwoman, her pupils gleamed with insanity.  

"You’re a blessed girl, personally chosen by him."  

Her fingers trailed from my chin to my lips.  

"But to dare make such a displeased expression? I’ll have to teach you how to carry yourself before meeting him."  

Her long fingers forced their way between my lips.  

She tried to shove something into my forcibly opened mouth.  

I struggled to keep my mouth shut.  

But the girls holding my shoulders pried my mouth open with brute force.  

Madame pulled out a pill from her pocket.  

She shoved it into my mouth and forced me to swallow it.  

I tried to stick my fingers into my throat to throw it up.  

But other girls twisted my wrists and restrained me.  

In the end, the pill slid down my throat.  

"What... What did you make me take?"  

"It’s nothing special. Occasionally, we get a girl like you who tries to escape."  

Madame smiled thinly, her eyes narrowing.  

She gestured to the girls, signaling that restraints were no longer necessary.  

"It’s just a little something to calm those girls down."  

As soon as she spoke, a strange ringing began in my ears.  

Madame’s voice wavered as though I were underwater.  

"Now, let’s begin your training, shall we? Starting with your clumsy voice and gait."  

"Clumsy voice? Gait? I told you, I’m a man!"  

I shouted to defy her sultry voice.  

The girls gasped and covered their mouths in shock.  

"Oh my, did you just say you’re a ‘man’?"  

Madame shuddered as if in disbelief.  

To confront reality, she lifted my chin.  

"Then what’s with this enthralling face? How can a boy wear such a lascivious expression?"  

The girls whispered among themselves.  

Half-conscious, I muttered softly.  

"That’s because... you gave me that pill..."  

The pill I swallowed began to heat my body.  

I took deep breaths to avoid losing consciousness.  

But the more I inhaled, the more the drug seemed to spread throughout my body.  

Looking down at me, Madame spoke seriously.  

"It seems we’ll need to start with mental reconditioning."  

Someone approached me from behind.  

Something wrapped around my neck and clicked into place.  

It was a choker adorned with jewels.  
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"Why did you suddenly decide to go to Chinatown, ma’am?"  

Sang-moon asked while turning the steering wheel.  

He glanced at Executor, who sat with her arms crossed.  

Her expression was much harsher than usual.  

It was probably the first time she looked like this since the war with the Association.  

"It seems like something happened to Si-ho."  

"What? To Miss Si-ho?"  

Sang-moon turned his head to look at Executor.  

She pushed his face back toward the road.  

"Just focus on driving. The roads here are a mess."  

The large man let out a deep breath.  

Steam escaped from his bull-like face.  

Sang-moon checked the side mirror to confirm the cars of his subordinates.  

Behind their black sedan were rows of Starexes and SUVs.  

"Still... I didn’t think you’d call almost the entire staff..."  

He cleared his throat and turned the corner.  

Executor casually adjusted her sunglasses.  

"She’s a business partner. If I don’t save that kid, what businessman will trust us for protection?"  

The woman with red eyes calmly explained to her subordinate.  

Sang-moon murmured to himself, seemingly impressed by her words.  

"Of course—because she’s a business partner."  

He smiled faintly and nodded.  

Executor turned her gaze out the window, as if annoyed by his comment.  

A cluttered slum and tall buildings rose in contrast.  

Even though it was only May, the residents of Chinatown were walking around in T-shirts.  

Among them, a woman dressed entirely in black caught Executor’s eye.  

She focused her gaze on the woman and tapped Sang-moon on the shoulder.  

"Stop for a moment."  

Sang-moon obediently pulled the car toward the sidewalk.  

This caused the vehicles behind them to slow down, resembling a funeral procession.  

"Anna!"  

At Executor’s call, a woman wearing a hat stopped in her tracks.  

She held a bundle of clothes in her hand.  

Clothes that Si-ho had worn at the department store...  

As soon as Executor realized this, her face turned terrifying.  

Before the car even came to a complete stop, she jumped out and approached Anna.  

"You little..."  

Executor grabbed Anna by the collar.  

The tight tank top she wore stretched taut.  

"What did you do to Si-ho?"  

Anna stared at Executor with an expressionless face.  

Her face was marked with traces of dried tears.  

Executor, caught off guard by Anna’s unexpected appearance, felt a twinge of confusion.  

At that moment, Anna effortlessly broke free from Executor’s grip.  

"She left her clothes behind."  

Anna spoke in a hoarse voice.  

She showed Si-ho’s clothes to Executor.  

"I’ve been looking for her to return them."  

"Return her clothes? So, she was at your house until just recently?"  

"Yes."  

Hearing that they had been together and that Anna had even helped her change clothes, Executor scoffed.  

Si-ho had disappeared from the department store, and I thought she had quietly gone home... but she followed Anna instead.  

And they’re even sharing clothes?  

"She’s probably in pajamas by now."  

"You sent her out in pajamas in this weather?"  

Does this woman have any sense or not?  

Executor placed her hands on her hips, feeling exasperated.  

She wanted to tear Anna apart on the spot, but she held back with a sigh.  

Finding Si-ho came first.  

"Fine. I’ll hear what happened at your place later. But how did the kid disappear?"  

"When I told her to leave, she vanished."  

A straightforward answer.  

The red-eyed woman regretted expecting anything more from this psychopath.  

This was Chinatown, the most dangerous place in anarchic Korea.  

Disappearing here was as good as being dead.  

Executor thought deeply.  

When Si-ho had called earlier, she’d said she didn’t know where she was.  

After being kicked out of Anna’s house, she must have wandered into Chinatown and said as much.  

She must have called me from there and disappeared right after.  

That means she vanished somewhere near Anna’s house, the first place she’d encountered in Chinatown.  

Having sorted her thoughts, Executor asked Anna,  

"Anna, where’s your house?"  

"Why are you asking about my house?"  

Anna glared at Executor with suspicion.  

A killer’s hideout was a crucial secret.  

"I think Si-ho disappeared near your house. Let’s start searching there."  

After a brief moment of hesitation, Anna finally pointed to a building.  

It was a particularly tall officetel, even in Chinatown.  

It looked like a place frequented by women on business trips.  

Executor lowered her sunglasses briefly and scanned the surroundings with her eyes.  

Her gaze settled on an alley behind the building.  

Two women in flashy qipaos giggled as they entered the alley.  

Women going into a shady alley like that...  

Executor was sure there was another bustling area on the other side of that alley.  

The red-eyed woman pulled out a cigarette.  

An expensive one.  

She usually smoked it before taking on a big job.  

Having found a lead in the search, Executor shouted loudly,  

"Guys, park the cars."  

As the subordinates parked their vehicles, Executor headed into the alley with Anna.  

Soon, men in black suits followed them.  

The sudden appearance of the group drew wary glances from the locals.  

But the residents soon scattered, retreating into their homes to avoid the menacing group.  

Smoke rose from the cigarette.  

Executor flicked the butt onto the ground without a second thought.  

"We start investigating here. A girl, about 160 centimeters tall, with short hair and a mole under her eye—find anyone who’s seen her and bring them to me."  

"Ilshim!"  

The men shouted in unison.  

Their voices drowned out the bustling noise of the Chinese residents.  

The subordinates got to work, storming into stores and questioning addicts in back alleys.  

Meanwhile, their leader stared at the discarded cigarette butt.  

The still-smoldering cigarette slowly rolled toward a drain.  

"...?"  

Something was visible under the drain.  

A cellphone.  

Executor’s attention was drawn to the familiar design.  

"This is..."  

She pulled leather gloves from her inner pocket.  

With the gloves on, she carefully lifted the drain cover.  

She retrieved the phone and examined it closely.  

Anna, curious about her actions, approached.  

Her brows furrowed as she spoke.  

"This is... Si-ho’s."  

"I know. The problem is why it’s here."  

There’s no way Si-ho would have thrown her phone into the drain herself.  

If she had dropped it by accident, the power wouldn’t have been turned off.  

She would have kept it on to wait for my call.  

Someone must have intentionally turned off her phone and thrown it away.  

The Executor raised her head and slowly looked around the area near the drain.  

Soon, she spotted a nearby brothel.  

There were two prostitutes soliciting customers there.  

The prostitutes were covering their mouths with fans, scanning for potential clients.  

Then, they noticed two women approaching from a distance.  

“Oh my, we don’t have male hosts here...”  

One of the women spoke to the Executor in broken Korean.  

A woman in a qipao standing next to her nudged her companion, laughing.  

“You never know. Maybe they like our kind.”  

They giggled among themselves as if they found the two killers amusing.  

The Executor suppressed her twitching fists, trying to remain as “gentlemanly” as possible.  

“---.”  

But there was no need for her to hold back her fists.  

Before she could act, Anna moved first.  

Anna darted forward and grabbed one of the prostitutes by the neck.  

The sudden pain twisted the woman’s face into a grimace.  

Even the makeup she’d carefully applied cracked under the strain.  

“Si-ho. Where is she?”  

“Si... Si-ho? Who’s that?”  

The prostitute choked out her question.  

Her companion, startled, ran inside the brothel in fear.  

“A girl with short hair and a mole under her eye. Have you seen her?”  

The Executor spoke in place of Anna, who wasn’t great at communication.  

But the prostitute didn’t respond to the question.  

Her gaze suggested she knew something, yet she remained silent.  

Anna’s grip tightened further around the woman’s neck.  

The Executor, watching leisurely, took out a pack of cigarettes.  

They were of the Doota brand.  

Realizing this, the red-eyed killer felt annoyed.  

As she lit her last cigarette, a burly man emerged from the brothel.  

He wore a sleeveless shirt, and a large tiger tattoo sprawled across his shoulder.  

“Who the hell are you to lay hands on one of our people?”  

Anna, still holding the prostitute by the neck, turned to look at the man.  

The man swung a massive fist to stop what was happening.  

At that moment, the silver-eyed killer casually released the prostitute.  

She grabbed the incoming arm and twisted it sharply.  

“---!”  

The man, unfamiliar with such combat skills, collapsed like a beast.  

He groaned in pain, shouting in Chinese.  

He was noisy.  

The red-eyed killer exhaled smoke and addressed the silver-haired killer.  

“Anna.”  

“What is it?”  

“Kill this bastard.”  

“I was planning to.”  

Anna pulled out a dagger with her free hand.  

She stabbed the man’s body without hesitation.  

Seeing the brutal act, the remaining prostitute clutched her face.  

Even someone accustomed to Chinatown’s horrors couldn’t help but cower before Anna.  

The Executor questioned the trembling prostitute.  

“Speak up if you know something. Otherwise, you’ll end up like this.”  

Anna hadn’t yet targeted all the man’s vital points.  

In the past, she would have slit his throat immediately, but this time, she deliberately left him alive.  

Had she changed a bit since the last time I saw her?  

“I... I saw her.”  

“Good. Now tell me slowly.”  

The Executor spoke in a soft voice to reassure her.  

While puffing on her last cigarette.  

“Master Wi Cheong-san took her to the shop.”  

“Wi Cheong-san?”  

Hearing a name she’d never encountered before, the Executor’s brow furrowed.  

She’d never set foot in a place like Chinatown before.  

“He runs the largest brothel in Daerim... All the women in Chinatown respect him...”  

The prostitute stammered, trembling as she spoke.  

The Executor, unable to catch her words clearly, crouched down to meet her gaze.  

The beautiful killer asked again.  

“Where is that brothel?”  

“Hongjeomru...”  

The prostitute, seemingly entranced by her beauty, pointed to a building.  

It was an upscale establishment with Chinese-style tiled roofs.  

“Anna, let’s go. We’ve found the target.”  

The silver-haired killer took a deep breath.  

She pulled the blood-dripping dagger out of the man’s body.  

The burly man collapsed onto the ground, finally able to fall.  

His weight crushed an innocent signboard.  

“Send him to the hospital. If he’s lucky, he might survive.”  

The Executor adjusted the jacket draped over her shoulders.  

She called Sang-moon and ordered all subordinates to gather at Hongjeomru.  

In the meantime, Anna hurried ahead toward the brothel.  

The Executor ended the call and quickly followed after her.  

“---.”  

From a distance, the sound of Chinese opera echoed.  

Following the music up the hill, they arrived at the grand gates of the brothel.  

A faint scent of herbs wafted from inside.  

The Executor recognized the smell.  

It was the drug once proposed by Chinese organizations to Ilshim for import.  

A vile aphrodisiac that excited women and dulled their judgment.  

Ilshim’s chairman had refused, saying such filthy goods wouldn’t be purchased.  

But it seemed smugglers had secretly brought the substance into Chinatown.  

Was Si-ho, who had no combat ability, really here?  

The Executor furrowed her brows and sighed deeply.  

The thought of the powerless girl suffering in this place was unbearable.  

“---!”  

While she was still contemplating her next move, Anna abruptly kicked the brothel door.  

The once-imposing gate shattered like straw, sending debris flying everywhere.  

The sight left the staff at the counter pale with fear.  

“------, ---.”  

They babbled in Chinese, retreating in terror.  

Anna ignored them and strode inside.  

She didn’t understand Chinese anyway.  

“Si-ho!”  

The silver-eyed woman shouted loudly.  

The Executor watched her and thought.  

Anna had grown more emotional than before.  

She was angry now.  

Whether her anger was directed at Si-ho or herself, the Executor couldn’t tell.  

But one thing was certain.  

Everyone in this brothel would die today.  

Because the Executor was just as displeased as Anna.  
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“What’s going on.”  

Men poured down from the second-floor stairs.  

Some were shirtless, their bodies covered in tattoos.  

Before dealing with them, the Executor considered lighting a cigarette.  

But recalling the joint she had smoked earlier, she let out a deep sigh.  

Anna took the lead.  

She raised her dagger, stained with dark blood.  

“If you can’t fight, stay back.”  

“Don’t just end up getting your throat slashed like before.”  

The silver-haired killer left those words and charged forward without hesitation.  

The men immediately assumed a combat stance.  

However, before they could even lift their arms, the killer was already in front of them.  

A startled man swung his fist.  

Anna ducked to avoid the attack and stabbed him in the side.  

With relentless slashes, dark red blood poured from his stomach.  

In the narrow staircase, the thugs stumbled over each other as their comrade fell.  

It seemed as if Anna was targeting that chaos, handling them one by one.  

Using the man whose side she had shredded as a shield, she stabbed the next one in the neck.  

Her merciless skill left the thugs retreating in fear.  

They had never witnessed such a brutal method in their lives.  

But they didn’t just stand by and take it.  

A man who seemed to be their leader shouted loudly from above.  

“Wi Cheong-san promised us!”  

At his cry, the panicked thugs immediately stopped in their tracks.  

“To anyone who captures those women alive, he’ll grant ownership after they’ve been tamed!”  

At those words, the thugs’ expressions transformed with glee.  

Their once hesitant faces now lit up with ecstasy, like beasts in heat.  

The Executor laughed, incredulous.  

Who are they taming and owning?  

A sound of teeth grinding came from the silver-haired killer.  

Her pupils soon grew clouded, devoid of any emotion.  

Anna picked up a dagger that had fallen from a thug.  

Clutching the blade with both hands, she charged at them like a madwoman.  

Like a butcher who had found her meat.  

The Executor watched the chaos unfold with a blank expression.  

Unlike Anna, she had no interest in dagger techniques or martial arts.  

However, she was still a killer.  

The Executor observed the clash on the staircase, studying the situation like a target.  

Anna felt a trace of hostility from her.  

Sensing something, the pale-eyed killer momentarily retreated from the stairs.  

Seeing the killer withdraw, the thugs regained their confidence.  

Thinking their attacks were working, they rushed at Anna.  

The first to capture her would gain ownership of Anna.  

Even though death was a real possibility, they seemed bewitched by her pretty face as they charged.  

“---.”  

The Executor slowly raised her left hand.  

She covered the image of the thugs in her grasp.  

Soon, a massive hand surged up from the ground, following her gesture.  

“3rd-grade monster, Giant’s Left Hand.”  

The hand of a dead giant crushed them like insects.  

In an instant, dozens of low-rank hunters were flattened to the floor.  

Red blood spilled out from the debris.  

The leader, watching from the second floor, turned pale.  

Stumbling backward, he ended up falling over.  

Anna stepped lightly on the rubble and climbed swiftly to the second floor.  

Looking down at the panicked leader, she remained expressionless.  

“S-Sorry… The ownership thing was too much, wasn’t it?”  

He stammered and begged desperately.  

Anna only smiled faintly in response.  

She crouched slowly to meet the trembling man’s eyes.  

“Wi Cheong-san. Where is he?”  

“H-He’s on the fifth floor.”  

The leader answered, shaking.  

Anna nodded as if satisfied with his obedient response.  

Seeing her nod, the leader let out a sigh of relief.  

But that was his final breath.  

As he exhaled, Anna stabbed his neck with glee.  

Once, twice, three times.  

With a crisp, tearing sound, his throat was cleanly slit.  

“All done?”  

The Executor called up from the first floor.  

“Yeah.”  

Anna wiped the blood from her face with satisfaction.  

Looking down from the giant’s hand, she glanced at the Executor.  

“Then help me up too.”  

The Executor, now tiny due to the height, spoke.  

“What...?”  

Anna asked again, incredulous.  

She couldn’t believe the woman who had just summoned a giant hand was asking to be lifted like a child.  

“I can’t jump that high like you.”  

The Executor spoke with her arms crossed, as if it were only natural.  

“You could use that impressive hand of yours.”  

“It’s a one-time skill.”  

The red-eyed killer stretched her hands out toward Anna.  

Anna sighed heavily before landing back on the first floor.  

Reluctantly, she offered her back.  

The Executor chuckled and gently climbed onto Anna’s back.  

“Don’t get the wrong idea. This is only because our goals align.”  

The pale-eyed killer bent her knees calmly and leaped to the second floor in one bound.  

The Executor dismounted leisurely, as if it were only right.  

She dusted off her knees with a smirk.  

“You’re heavy. You should work out.”  

Anna murmured in a flat tone.  

“Well, I’m in such a high position that I don’t have time for exercise these days.”  

The Executor shrugged playfully.  

Annoyed by her attitude, Anna interrupted with the information she’d gotten from the leader.  

“He’s on the fifth floor.”  

“I know. That’s the VIP room, so of course he’s there.”  

The Executor asked why that even needed to be confirmed as she led the way up the stairs.  

Annoyed by her sharp demeanor, Anna bit her lip.  

Silently, she followed up the stairs.  

Soon, they arrived on the fifth floor.  

There, a luxurious hallway stretched out, ending at the VIP room.  

The VIP room door was wide open, as if awaiting them.  

Wi Cheong-san could be seen sitting on a fancy sofa.  

With his legs propped up on a grand table, he greeted the two killers leisurely.  

“Come on in.”  

Speaking in a gentle tone, as if addressing his daughters, Wi Cheong-san welcomed them.  

The sight annoyed the Executor, prompting her to speak first.  

“You seem relaxed, even though all your men just died.”  

“Those kinds of guys can be gathered in five minutes in Chinatown. Twice that number is already on their way here.”  

Typical Chinatown.  

A swarm of pests waiting to be exterminated.  

The fat man clapped lightly.  

Two men rose from behind the sofa.  

As if relying on them, he introduced the two to the Executor.  

  

Ranking: 88th.  

Occupation: Mercenary Hunter. Master of Wing Chun.  

  

Ranking: 90th.  

Occupation: Mercenary Hunter. Master of Taiji Swordsmanship.  

“They’re my bodyguards from China. Both are rankers. No matter how strong you are, you’re just women. Can you beat these rankers?”  

Proudly, he patted the two men’s shoulders.  

“...”  

The Executor and Anna showed no reaction to his words.  

“If you surrender now, I’ll make you my dancers. You’re both beautiful and have great figures. There’s no need to keep struggling as hunters.”  

The man’s eyes darted between Anna and the Executor, leering at their chests and hips.  

“The red-eyed girl has a particularly nice figure, so a cheongsam would suit her, while white eyes would look good in a dancer’s costume…”  

He spoke in an arrogant tone, as if granting them mercy.  

Anna, clearly tired of listening, threw one of her daggers at him.  

The dagger that had killed dozens flew straight toward the fat Chinese man's throat.  

However, the blade was blocked by Ho San, a master of swordsmanship, using his sword sheath.  

“That girl earlier, too… Kids these days sure have terrible tempers.”  

Wi Cheong-san's broad nose exhaled smoke.  

He tapped the cigar he had been smoking against the table.  

“Is Si-ho doing okay?”  

At the mention of "that girl," the Executor asked.  

Wi Cheong-san quickly realized that their target was the girl he had brought in.  

With that realization, Wi Cheong-san’s lips curled into a grin.  

Drool dripped from his yellowed gold teeth.  

“Ah, are you talking about our dancer, Mi-ho? Of course, she’s fine.”  

“Mi-ho…?”  

The Executor’s face twisted at his disgusting words.  

Had he even gone so far as to give her a new name already?  

“She’s probably getting all dolled up to accept me by now.”  

He gestured casually to the hunters.  

The bodyguards immediately assumed combat stances.  

“So you two should quickly head to the taming room as well.”  

In response, the rankers charged at the two killers.  

Im San, a Wing Chun master, took on Anna.  

He threw punches at an incredible speed.  

The rapid blows came like bullets, striking Anna mercilessly.  

Her face, chest, and side were hit in quick succession.  

Before she could even swing her dagger, his overwhelming speed left her defenseless.  

The Executor silently observed the scene.  

But soon, even she had to divert her attention from Anna.  

Ho San’s swift swordsmanship surged toward her body.  

The Executor took hurried steps back, experiencing swordsmanship she had never seen before.  

Ho San’s relentless strikes left her barely able to evade.  

Finding himself in control, the ranker taunted her.  

“What’s this? You came to Chinatown with such an ordinary body?”  

Seemingly gauging her level, he aimed his long sword at the Executor’s neck.  

Misjudging its length, the blade grazed her neck.  

“Hey! What do you think you’re doing, killing her when she’s supposed to be a dancer?”  

Wi Cheong-san shouted in frustration.  

However, his dismay quickly turned into fear.  

“…”  

Despite the blade lodged in her neck, the Executor’s expression remained unchanged.  

She even spoke with an eerie calm.  

“You should’ve cut cleanly.”  

For the first time, Ho San’s face contorted in disbelief.  

A normal woman would have been struck down with a single slash.  

But instead of being cut, the Executor’s neck seemed to absorb the blade like solid flesh.  

Her flesh even began wriggling, pulling the sword deeper inside.  

Soon, the ranker’s sword fused with her body, as if embedded in wood.  

No matter how hard he twisted and pulled, it wouldn’t budge.  

“You’re definitely weaker than Anna, huh?”  

Panicking, Ho San swung his fist instead.  

The ranker, ranked in the top 100, resorted to using his bare hands, flailing awkwardly.  

The Executor didn’t dodge the punch.  

It wasn’t worth avoiding.  

His fist landed on her face.  

But immediately, he felt something strange between his knuckles.  

It wasn’t like punching a face—it felt like striking clay.  

“That hurts, you know.”  

Her skin peeled away from the impact, only to reveal the same face regenerated underneath.  

Witnessing this bizarre scene, the ranker realized the truth.  

The woman he was facing was far from “ordinary.”  

She was a hunter more horrifying and grotesque than anyone he had ever encountered.  

“---!”  

The moment he realized that, a black hole appeared on his forehead.  

While he was caught off guard, the Executor had drawn a gun.  

With a single shot, the ranker fell lifelessly to the ground.  

The Executor nonchalantly resolved the situation, leisurely rubbing the barrel of the gun.  

Im San, watching the scene, stood dumbfounded.  

“What. Who doesn’t carry a gun these days?”  

The Executor shrugged at the stunned Chinese man.  

Im San, now the last one standing, grew tense.  

He needed to kill Anna quickly and subdue the Executor.  

He couldn’t afford to give her time to aim the gun.  

In a rush, he threw his fists at Anna.  

But in his haste, his attacks began to lose strength.  

Anna took every one of his hits without flinching.  

And then...  

Without hesitation, she drove her blade into the ranker’s body.  

Neck.  

Neck.  

Neck.  

She didn’t bother stabbing anywhere else.  

Like a machine, she stabbed his neck dozens of times.  

“…”  

The Wing Chun master couldn’t utter a word with his ruptured throat.  

He simply collapsed limply toward Anna.  

She shoved his limp, ragged corpse to the ground in disgust.  

“---.”  

The situation was over.  

The two killers turned their gaze toward the source of all this chaos.  

The fat man trembled on the sofa, unable to escape.  

Instead of loyal hunters, only two ferocious beasts remained before him.  

“D-Don’t come closer. If you kill me, you’ll make an enemy of all of Chinatown!”  

He curled up as the two shadows approached him.  

Just as he had when Si-ho was abducted.  

“Is that so?”  

The Executor picked up a cigar from the gold table.  

A Cuban cigar, rare in trade-blocked Korea, seemed to satisfy her as she placed it in her mouth.  

“So what? You’ve already made an enemy of Korea’s largest organization.”  

The woman muttered as she lit the cigar.  

“Korea’s largest organization…?”  

Coughing from the thick smoke, Wi Cheong-san paled as realization dawned on him.  

“Don’t tell me… Are you an officer of Ilshim?”  

The Executor didn’t answer.  

He wasn’t worth a response.  

Instead, footsteps echoed from the stairs.  

The Executor exhaled smoke in the direction of the sound.  

Men in black suits entered the fifth floor.  

Their leader, Sang-moon, had blood on his face, as if he had taken care of something on his way.  

“My apologies, ma’am. I was delayed dealing with some trash on the way.”  
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“This is...”  

Wi Cheong-san looked at Sang-moon with a devastated expression.  

The endlessly stretching line of Ilshim's mourners was heading straight toward him.  

To personally turn Wi Cheong-san into the deceased.  

Having lost his last hope, he heaved his massive body from the chair.  

Then he slowly took a step back.  

The Executor approached the retreating Wi Cheong-san leisurely.  

She spoke in a low voice.  

“Even now, tell me where Si-ho is. Then, I’ll spare your life.”  

“Is... is that true?”  

The man’s eyes, devoid of hope, suddenly sparkled.  

“Of course, I never break a promise I’ve made.”  

Wi Cheong-san swallowed hard at her sweet offer.  

Then, after looking around, he slowly opened his mouth.  

“The fourth floor, in the training room. It’s one of the hidden rooms behind the dressing room hallway.”  

“What did you do there?”  

An Ilshim executive interrogated him.  

At that, the corners of Wi Cheong-san’s mouth twitched.  

“What do you mean, what did I do... Isn’t it obvious?”  

The words that came out of his mouth were shocking.  

It was hard to believe that such things were happening in Korea.  

“You lock the child in an airtight room sprayed with aphrodisiacs. Then, when they’re completely defenseless, you knead their body to absorb the drug through their skin.”  

The Executor’s lower eyelid twitched.  

Her hand almost reached for the gun tucked inside her jacket.  

“I’ll kill you.”  

Anna, holding a dagger, strode toward him.  

She wanted to tear apart Wi Cheong-san’s belly fat, piece by piece, right then and there.  

The fat on Wi Cheong-san’s belly trembled, startled by her cold description.  

The Executor calmly stopped Anna and asked again.  

“How do you remove the absorbed aphrodisiac?”  

“If you clean it off in time and take an antidote, it will be expelled through sweat.”  

The red-eyed killer let out a deep sigh.  

At least there was some relief.  

But one part of his words lingered in her mind.  

What would happen if it wasn’t cleaned off in time?  

As if answering that question, Wi Cheong-san muttered.  

With a very sinister look on his face.  

“If it’s not removed in time, it could be permanently absorbed...”  

The two of them were lost in imagining what might have happened to Si-ho.  

Wi Cheong-san slowly started walking backward, gauging their reactions.  

“What happens... if it’s permanently absorbed?”  

The Executor asked, taking a deep breath.  

“What happens? Even a plain girl will develop an adult’s body.”  

Wi Cheong-san answered her question with a faint smirk.  

Now that he had found a way to survive, his face showed confidence.  

The fat man pressed a switch attached to the wall.  

A magnificent portrait behind the sofa split open.  

Soon, a passageway connecting to the adjacent building appeared.  

In the corridor, another reinforcement squad of Wi Cheong-san’s men had already arrived.  

The owner of Chinatown had called for reinforcements at the back of the building while the two were busy fighting with the rankers.  

Wi Cheong-san ran toward his subordinates.  

The Executor watched him with rage-filled eyes.  

“Catch him.”  

Sang-moon and Ilshim’s staff raised their weapons in unison.  

They charged at the flooding Chinese gangsters.  

Among them was Anna.  

Her clouded eyes focused on just one person among the numerous Chinese.  

The fat man running away in the distance.  

With each step he took, the flesh on his sides jiggled.  

Fighting off enemies blocking her path, she rushed toward him relentlessly.  

The silver-haired killer stabbed the throats of the bastards more brutally than ever before.  

The Executor stared at her heinous actions.  

She thought to herself.  

With Anna and Sang-moon here, this place will sort itself out.  

The important thing now is Si-ho.  

Before that child is ruined by the drug, she needs to be detoxified quickly.  

The Executor flicked her cigar away.  

Then, she headed toward the fourth floor, in the opposite direction of the fight.  

The fourth floor was just as chaotic as the fifth.  

News of Wi Cheong-san’s escape had spread, and the dancers were scattering in all directions.  

A massive sliding door swung open, and women poured into the hallway.  

They were all rushing toward the central staircase.  

The red-eyed killer scanned the crowd of dancers, searching for Si-ho.  

But it was impossible to pick her out among so many people.  

In the end, the Executor changed her strategy.  

In times like this, it’s fastest to catch the head honcho and interrogate them.  

Soon, the killer spotted a madam wearing an exceptionally extravagant cheongsam.  

Without hesitation, she pushed aside the dancers and approached her.  

“---!”  

Startled by a sudden grip on her shoulder, Seonhwa let out a short scream.  

The Executor leaned in and asked.  

“You. Do you know where a dancer named Si-ho is?”  

Faced with the red eyes, Seonhwa trembled.  

At first, she shook her head at the Executor’s question.  

But soon, as the cold muzzle of a gun touched her side, tears welled up in her eyes.  

“If it’s Mi-ho... she’s in the Jasmine Room...”  

“Mi-ho?”  

Ah.  

She recalled that was the name forced upon her here.  

“Consider yourself lucky. If it weren’t urgent, I would’ve killed you on the spot.”  

She roughly shoved Seonhwa’s shoulder away.  

The madam collapsed powerlessly to the floor.  

The Executor headed toward the sliding door amid the pouring crowd.  

How large was this place for so many women to come out of it?  

When she finally peeked through the crack in the door, the Executor’s jaw dropped.  

She let out a scoff as if unable to believe what she saw.  

Aside from the hallway, the entire fourth floor was made up of countless rooms.  

Rooms installed here and there occupied the space like a maze.  

The Executor peeked into one of the open rooms.  

Inside was a single bed meant for entertaining men.  

From the ceiling air conditioner, a thick herbal smell wafted down.  

An aphrodisiac.  

The rooms were spaces where people engaged in orgies under the influence of drugs in airtight rooms.  

Was Si-ho somewhere in this breeding ground?  

What if she had already been harmed by another man?  

The anxiety spurred the Executor into action.  

She wandered here and there, searching for a room labeled Jasmine.  

Sweat dripped from her forehead.  

Running through this space filled with a heavy concentration of aphrodisiacs was no different from madness.  

However, knowing that, the Executor couldn’t help but hurriedly search for Si-ho.  

She loosened the tightly knotted tie.  

Then, gasping for breath, she began to fling open the doors of the rooms.  

In some rooms, there were dancers exposed to the drugs for so long that they couldn’t even think of escaping.  

They stared blankly at the Executor, who opened the door.  

A girl who seemed no older than seventeen gave the Executor a faint smile.  

With a face that didn’t suit her, filled with unnatural allure.  

The sight was so disheartening that the Executor let out a deep sigh.  

She turned her head away to avoid looking at the scene.  

“---!”  

Where her gaze landed was an unusually ornate room.  

Unlike the other rooms, it was decorated so elaborately that it was hard to believe it was just another training room.  

It was the Jasmine Room.  

The Executor mustered the last of her strength and headed toward the room.  

She stared intently at the firmly closed door.  

Could Si-ho really be in here?  

With a trembling heart, she grabbed the handle.  

She slowly opened the door and peeked inside.  

The room was very dark.  

Only thanks to the light pouring in from the outside could she barely make out the interior.  

A round bed came into view.  

Unlike the beds in the other rooms, this one was unusually large.  

It seemed to have been purposely prepared in a large size to accommodate various activities.  

Soon, she saw a woman lying on the bed.  

The Executor stared at her, lying on her side with her back turned.  

A plump backside was wrapped in a black cheongsam.  

Sensual curves formed over her smooth hips.  

Could that girl really be Si-ho...?  

The Executor couldn’t believe it, but she stepped inside to confirm her face.  

“---!”  

The Executor instinctively covered her nose with the back of her hand.  

The concentration of aphrodisiacs in this room was particularly strong.  

She cautiously approached the other side of the bed.  

When the killer finally saw the woman’s face, she could only stare at her blankly.  

The dancer sleeping soundly on the bed was none other than the Si-ho she had been searching for.  

However, she looked completely different from the Si-ho she had known.  

The tightly fitted cheongsam that clung to her body so much it revealed her navel.  

Her prominent chest and the choker around her neck.  

It was the complete opposite of the modest and reserved Si-ho who avoided revealing herself.  

Si-ho’s body looked like that of a ripened girl, sensual and alluring.  

The Executor thought to herself.  

Could the person she found be Mi-ho, not Si-ho?  

As she pondered, the sleeping Mi-ho drowsily opened her eyes.  

Half-lidded, she gazed softly up at the Executor.  

“Si-ho...”  

The Executor looked down at the girl blankly.  

Then, stretching like a fox, Si-ho arched her back.  

The Executor stared at her wide hips.  

Had she always had such sensual curves on her otherwise slender frame?  

The cheongsam clinging to her body clearly outlined Si-ho’s figure.  

In just one day, she had already become a temptress.  

“Who are you...?”  

Si-ho yawned as she looked up at the Executor.  

At her response, the killer’s face turned pale.  

The voice was undoubtedly the Si-ho she knew.  

But something about it was softer and more seductive.  

“Don’t you remember me?”  

The dancer twisted her side hair with her fingers as if she couldn’t recall.  

Then, as if something came to her, she smiled faintly.  

“Oh, this voice... Is it the Executor?”  

The jewel on her choker shimmered.  

Like a single droplet adorning a pet.  

“That’s right.”  

The Executor let out a sigh of relief, feeling somewhat reassured.  

At least she still remembered her name, so there was a chance of saving her.  

She needed to get her out of here and detoxify her immediately.  

That’s all that mattered.  

The Executor slowly approached the girl dressed like a courtesan in a seductive cheongsam.  

As she drew closer, her gaze fell on Si-ho’s thighs, which were noticeably fuller than before.  

Her skin showed through the sheer brown stockings.  

The tightly fitted stockings caused her thighs to bulge slightly.  

Those curves were secured by garter belts.  

Every exposed part of her body, from her legs to her chest, was covered in a smooth layer of lotion.  

“This... what is this...”  

The Executor cautiously reached out to touch that soft skin.  

But Si-ho shyly covered her thighs with her skirt.  

She muttered softly, her eyes half-closed.  

“No... Seon-hwa unnie told me to make sure to apply it all over my body.”  

Unnie?  

The Executor’s eyebrows twitched at the word “unnie.”  

Si-ho, who hated that word more than anyone, was now saying it so naturally.  

And not to her, but to some stranger.  

“Are you okay?”  

The Executor’s calm pupils wavered, something that didn’t happen even when she killed or faced Wi Cheong-san.  

She grabbed the young courtesan’s shoulders and shook her.  

“What happened? What did they do to you?”  

“What do you mean, what happened to me?”  

Si-ho smiled shyly as she asked.  

“What do you mean, this isn’t you...”  

The Executor murmured softly at her question.  

The Si-ho she had known was a thoughtful bartender who understood others’ hearts.  

Si-ho gently grabbed the Executor’s arm.  

She guided the Executor’s hand to caress her own cheek.  

“Nothing much happened. When I resisted, so many unnie swarmed me all at once.”  

“And then they massaged my body and applied this lotion all over me.”  

The rookie dancer slid the Executor’s hand down her face.  

As if she were rubbing lotion into it.  

“From my collarbone... to my chest...”  

Soon, the Executor’s hand began to slide downward along her collarbone.  

“Like this... deep into every corner.”  

Startled by Si-ho’s actions, the Executor pulled back.  

Before she knew it, her hand had been massaging Si-ho’s chest.  

“Thanks to them, my body has become so beautiful.”  

The dancer smiled brightly, looking genuinely happy.  

“Unnie said my body will grow even more soon. Then, just as Wi Cheong-san wanted...”  

The Executor couldn’t comprehend that expression.  

It wasn’t a natural smile.  

It was a decadent smile, as if she had forcibly let go of everything.  

The Executor wiped the lotion from her fingers onto her clothes.  

Realizing the gravity of the situation, she grabbed Si-ho’s wrist firmly.  

“We can’t stay here. Let’s get out right now.”  

She believed there was still hope.  

That this young courtesan could return to the thoughtful bartender she had once known.  

But Si-ho trembled and resisted.  

“No-, I have an important guest to attend to today!”  

Her wild struggle caused the Executor to tumble onto the bed with Si-ho.  

As the bed sank under their weight, the fragrant herbal smell spread through the air like spores.  

By now, the Executor had already inhaled too much of the aphrodisiac in the air to pull Si-ho away.  

Her own body was beginning to heat up as well.  

“Could that guest... be you, unnie...?”  

Si-ho turned her head to face the red-eyed woman.  

A pink breath escaped Si-ho’s lips.  

“I... I...”  

The Executor gazed blankly at those unfocused eyes.  

As her breathing grew heavier, she realized something was wrong with her own body too.  

Si-ho had finally called her “unnie.”  

The Executor’s breathing became increasingly ragged.  


  
    Chapter 48 Chinese Iced Tea 6

    Chinese Iced Tea 6

The Executor blankly stares at the fallen Mi-ho.

"Unnie, you can do whatever you want..."

The cunning fox flaunts her body with her hands pressed against the bed.

As if she wants to mate.

Her breasts swell over the deeply cut cheongsam.

Covered by clothing, her nipples are stiff.

As if hoping to be touched.

The once ordinary-sized breasts had grown tight against the cheongsam.

The Executor blankly gazes at her deepening cleavage.

There's a mole in that deep valley.

Wanting to bury her nose in that spot, the Executor forcibly shakes her head.

Because losing herself would mean becoming Wi Cheong-san's female.

"Then, just stay there."

She takes a deep breath and pulls out a handkerchief.

Given the situation, let's wait for the subordinates to arrive while wiping off the aphrodisiac.

The more it absorbs, the stranger her body feels.

If the drug's effect progresses further, there will be no turning back.

The Executor rubs Mi-ho's arm with trembling hands.

Sticky, thick mucus transfers onto the handkerchief.

Smelling it brings up a pungent scent.

It's chilling... and thrilling.

Thrilling... What a crazy thought.

Unnie tightly swallows the saliva rising in her mouth.

She calmly starts rubbing the inside of her arm with the handkerchief.

Soon, the Executor's hand reaches Mi-ho's armpit.

"---!"

Mi-ho curls up and lets out a rough cry.

Like a female in mating.

Even a slight rub makes Si-ho's body sensitive.

As if her entire body has turned into an erogenous zone.

Soon, she moves past the armpit and slips her fingers under the cheongsam.

Lifting the garment reveals her slick, swollen breasts.

Her nipples are stiff.

The Executor strokes them with the handkerchief.

And slowly rubs the pink areola in circles.

The damp cloth torments Mi-ho's nipples.

Her stiff nipples twist and turn, making her waist buckle.

She moans lasciviously, about to burst.

Perhaps due to that sound, the Executor's body heats up.

The killer unbuttons three buttons of her shirt.

Mi-ho's breasts seem to grow larger with each climax.

The Executor focuses her whole mind on cleaning her breasts.

Slowly, from the cleavage to the underbreast.

But when she lifts the underbreast as if offering it, a sudden incident occurs.

"I can't... take it anymore."

Si-ho raises her hand and wraps it around the Executor's back.

She pulls unnie towards her forcefully.

And starts rubbing her chest against her bra.

The remaining mucus transfers onto the Executor's body.

The Executor regrets unbuttoning three buttons.

The remaining mucus sticks to her upper chest and soon seeps into her bra.

Her nipples buried in her underwear twitch.

Soon they begin to stiffen.

"Stop, stop...!"

The Executor pushes Si-ho away with a strained voice.

Then, the female fox smiles triumphantly, as if her strategy worked.

"So unnie makes that kind of sound too? Even the killer is ultimately a woman..."

The Executor adjusts her loose bra.

But already her breasts are sticky with mucus.

"Shut up... Just lie down again. That's an order."

She pushes Si-ho away with all her might.

But the killer has already become weak like a feminine female.

Mi-ho pouts regretfully.

And obediently raises her arms, lying back on the bed.

The Executor flips the handkerchief.

And slowly starts to lower the thin cheongsam enveloping Mi-ho.

Eventually, her slick naked body is revealed.

The Executor wipes the lotion along the ribs' contours.

Si-ho murmurs painful moans as the mucus is rubbed into her body.

Rubbing the soft belly, she caresses the belly button.

Slowly drawing circles on the lower abdomen makes her groin twitch.

Soon unnie lowers the cheongsam to her calves.

The neatly shaved forest appears.

As if it was trimmed just earlier.

"That... can't be..."

Mi-ho, who said she could do as she pleased, speaks shyly.

She covers that place shyly with her hand, curling up her groin.

The curled groin swells roundly.

The mucus stuck between the thighs and groin clumps together, becoming even whiter.

"No... That must be wiped off."

Unnie says.

And she starts to forcibly spread Mi-ho's thighs.

Thick mucus stretches between the thighs.

The Executor starts to slowly wipe that area.

And she carefully strokes the forest.

The forest moves obediently under the Executor's touch.

The wiped pubic hair soon forms a sticky web.

This is troublesome.

Due to the excessive mucus, the handkerchief can no longer serve its purpose.

The bedding on the bed has been applied to the faint and cannot be used.

Is there not a single clean fabric or cloth here?

Suddenly, she notices her sweat-drenched shirt.

The Executor swallows the sticky saliva pooling on her tongue.

And eventually starts to take off her shirt.

Pale and smooth shoulders are revealed.

The hidden black bra shyly appears.

Her large breasts are tightly pressed against the underwear.

The female fox blankly stares at unnie's naked body for the first time.

The Executor, feeling embarrassed, tries to ignore her gaze and lifts the shirt.

And continues to clean Mi-ho's body with it.

With her own sweat-soaked shirt.

The white shirt gradually moves down below the pubic hair.

As it moves, Mi-ho's pelvis moves obscenely like a piston.

The Executor's hand, dripping with sweat, soon reaches the end of the groin.

Then, Mi-ho momentarily freezes as if paralyzed.

And suddenly screams, lifting her groin stiffly.

Her trembling calves rise from the tips of her feet.

But unnie cannot stop here.

As she vigorously rubs the wet vulva, Mi-ho rises.

And wraps her arms around unnie's neck, shaking her head crazily.

"I hate it... Please stop now. I think I'm going to become strange."

The girl's eyes well up with tears.

Seeing her wavering eyes, the Executor drools as if enchanted.

Why is it so?

The girl's face, confused between pain and pleasure, excites unnie.

Unlike her half-and-half face, the Executor had never dated anyone before.

But seeing this female fox now, a desire she thought she didn't have surges up.

And that desire gradually wets her underwear.

She thinks all this is because of the aphrodisiac.

She doesn't want to believe that she's in heat because of the girl.

"---!"

But at that moment, the female fox seems to sense her feelings and pulls the Executor towards her body.

Covered in thick mucus.

"Unnie, clean it yourself."

Mi-ho whispers in a sultry voice as they rub their chests against each other.

And slowly moves her pelvis, rubbing it against unnie's half-stripped thigh.

"Because of unnie, I became strange."

White fluid stains her thigh.

The sensual mucus drips down the flesh.

The Executor wanted to resist.

But somehow, she couldn't fight against Si-ho's strength.

Was it because of the drug? Mi-ho seemed stronger than herself.

The girl's plump lips were getting closer.

With each breath Mi-ho took, pink breath leaked out.

It was a highly concentrated aphrodisiac that had been injected into her body for a long time.

Drinking it would definitely put her at risk too.

But before she could fully grasp that fact, Mi-ho's tongue had already forced its way between the Executor's lips.

Their thick tongues intertwined, tasting each other.

The Executor tried to push Mi-ho's tongue away.

But that only gave Mi-ho the chance to spread the fluid meticulously all over the Executor's tongue, from the underside to the depths.

The killer's eyes gradually lost focus.

Meanwhile, Mi-ho had freely injected the drug into her unnie's body.

As the Executor became dazed, the cunning fox secretly pulled down her pants.

And began to rub her groin against her.

At the same time, she pulled down her unnie's bra.

And tasted the released breasts with her drug-coated tongue.

Then, the Executor began to emit a feminine voice she had never shown before.

Covering her embarrassed mouth with the back of her hand, she allowed her body to respond.

Mi-ho had already noticed that her unnie's breasts were a weakness.

She had been trained by Seon-hwa to torture various parts of the body and find the opponent's weaknesses.

The faithful female used what she had learned.

"So, unnie, your breasts are your weak point. Is that why you've kept them so hidden?"

The cunning fox, feeling a sense of achievement, licked her sister's breast like a child.

Her nipples, tormented by the rounded tongue, eventually became stiff as they moved back and forth.

The ceiling seemed to sway.

Overcome by the potent drug, the Executor momentarily lost consciousness.

When she opened her eyes again, it was as if she had become someone else; her entire body was hypersensitive.

It felt as if every part of her body had become an erogenous zone, sensitive and hot.

She exhaled a suggestive breath while looking down at Si-ho, who was clinging to her groin, sleeping.

Between their pubic hair, a sticky love juice stretched like a string.

The fox, perhaps exhausted, was snoring lightly with her nose buried in the Executor's neck.

It seemed that the urge had somewhat dissipated, and the fluid that had been applied to her body had mostly disappeared.

Perhaps because of that.

Si-ho muttered in her sleep, "Executor... I'm sorry."

It was the voice she had missed from her bartender days.

But the Executor, who had longed for that voice more than anyone, found it ridiculous.

After all the fun she had had, now she was saying sorry?

Si-ho's voice had returned to being husky and plain, like a boy who had calmed down after reaching a climax.

This annoyed the Executor.

It was as if the heat had simply transferred to her, but the situation hadn't been resolved.

"Did you enjoy everything, Mi-ho?"

"Mi, Mi-ho? This... it was all because of the drug..."

Si-ho turned her head sharply away.

She pulled the blanket over herself and murmured quietly.

"Did Anna come here by any chance?"

At the unexpected mention of Anna, the Executor's eyebrows twitched.

"Why are you looking for her all of a sudden?"

"I have to meet her."

At that, the Executor's heart started to pound erratically.

Si-ho, oblivious, muttered in an embarrassed voice, "I still have things I haven't said to her..."

The Executor gritted her teeth.

After everything, the first coherent thing she says upon coming to her senses is 'Anna'.

She had never seen such a clueless, foolish fox.

Slowly, the Executor got up.

It was strange.

When under the influence of the drug, her body felt drained of strength.

But after getting angry, it felt as though her body was overflowing with energy.

The Executor's lower abdomen twitched.

"All this effort to rescue you, and all you're looking for is Anna?"

It felt like all her efforts to save her had been in vain.

The Executor wanted to be compensated for this emptiness.

She took a deep breath and slowly climbed on top of Si-ho.

And looked down intently at the bartender.

"E, Executor...? What's going on...?"

Underneath the dark shadow, Si-ho asked with a puzzled expression.

"Hey."

Saliva dripped from the Executor's mouth.

And it had already turned a pinkish hue.

"Is she your master or something?"

The Executor glanced at the choker filled on Si-ho's neck.

"Don't look for her in front of me."

Her fingers slipped through the younger sister's choker.

The Executor pulled it, forcing Si-ho to sit up.

And while their lips met, she injected her thick saliva into her.

Si-ho coughed, trying to push the Executor away.

"Why, why are you doing this!"

Si-ho resisted as if she didn't understand anything.

But the more she resisted, the deeper the older sister thrust her tongue into her mouth.

Pushed by that force, the bartender was laid back down on the bed.

The sisters took deep breaths with their lips shared.

When their faces parted, a long strand of saliva stretched between their lips.

The Executor wiped it off with a content expression.

"From now on, your master isn't her; it's me."

The black-haired serpent's red eyes gleamed.

Her focus was already gone.

The Executor mounted Si-ho, pressing her down.

And slowly placed her groin onto her pubic hair.

The entangled fluids transferred directly onto her pubic hair.

In that state, the Executor continued to kiss her.

As if marking her territory.

She began to imprint the master's mark all over Si-ho's body.

Once on the collarbone.

Twice on the breasts.

And down to the lower abdomen.

But it didn't end there.

A perfect marking had to be thoroughly done to the most precious place.

"You are mine."

It was a line Wi Cheong-san used to say.

Her snake-like tongue moved towards Si-ho's groin.

"Ah..."

Despite being thoroughly cleaned by the Executor, Si-ho's vulva was still wet.

And the fluid that drenched her was not aphrodisiac lotion.

It was something she had emitted herself.

The Executor's tongue began to lap up that nectar.

The red tongue was streaked with the love juice.

"Do you understand...?"

Si-ho moved her head slightly with a blissful expression.

Just as she was about to nod...

"---!"

The door of the Jasmine Room, which had been tightly shut, burst open.

The two were startled as if caught in a secret meeting.

Si-ho hurriedly covered her enlarged body with a blanket.

The Executor pulled her face away from Si-ho's groin.

Someone stared blankly at them.

It was Anna.

She looked at the two with a shocked expression.

And behind her, many of the Executor's subordinates also accompanied her.

They, too, looked at the sisters with stunned expressions.

"Oh, no... This isn't what it looks like!"

The Executor shouted, seemingly embarrassed, to the faces of her subordinates.

But already, thick nectar was flowing from her lips.
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Ilshim affiliated, Hope Hospital.

In room 404, a familiar name is written.



Before entering the room, Sang-moon dusts off his clothes.

Then he clears his throat lightly and opens the door to the room.

The bedroom is tightly covered with blinds.

Sang-moon solemnly speaks to the other side.

"Noona, it's Sang-moon."

After he speaks, a woman's voice is heard from beyond the blinds.

"I want to be alone..."

"I came alone, without the kids. And I have something to report."

Sang-moon calmly retorts.

The woman behind the curtain hesitates for a moment.

Then, seeming to gather her thoughts, she commands him to come in.

A man as large as a bull draws the curtain.

There, the Noona he had served all his life was lying.

She lay quietly on the hospital bed, staring out the distant window.

"Has your health improved..."

"Yes."

An awkward silence fills the room.

Both of them remember what happened last night.

But Sang-moon was not disappointed by her, even after 'that scene' from yesterday.

He knows all this happened because of an aphrodisiac from Wi Cheong-san, the boss of Chinatown.

He courageously approached his Noona.

And he cautiously says.

"I've dealt with Wi Cheong-san."

"How."

Executor narrows her red eyes and asks.

Not with the eyes of a female he saw yesterday, but with the calm eyes of a killer.

Sang-moon takes out his phone and plays a video.

The background in the video is a port.

Executor knows it's Incheon Port.

A place she often used to handle her targets.

Sang-moon's subordinate rolls a drum towards the cliff.

Wi Cheong-san was inside the drum.

His limbs were all gone.

"Anna did the cutting herself. She's really skilled."

Executor strokes her neck, remembering her strength.

The strength to slice through a ranker dummy in one stroke.

"Well, it's clean. It's good to erase the traces since the Chinese will track down their dead colleague."

"We've safely absorbed Chinatown into our territory. The chairman was very pleased."

It's good that the chairman is pleased.

He usually dislikes such unilateral actions, but he had always disliked Chinatown, so we were lucky.

"That's good... I'm glad it's been handled well."

Executor takes a deep breath.

Her breath no longer has a pink tint.

Sang-moon looks intently at his Noona, who has returned to her usual self.

Then he brings up something he had been saving.

"The kids... understand too."

"What, what..."

Executor finally stutters as if what was expected had come.

As a sister, her dignity must have fallen to the ground, having shown such an ugly sight to her subordinates.

A scene where a grown woman was pressing her lips against a girl's groin.

A sacred sight that's hard to see even in adult videos.

"That sight..."

He seems to recall that moment, and his face turns red.

Then he barely continues, with both hands in his pockets.

"The doctor said it was nearly a lethal concentration."

"It might be fortunate that it ended with just that appearance. Otherwise, you might have... died."

Executor bows her head deeply.

Her hands tremble as she clenches her fists.

"Noona...?"

Executor takes a deep breath and then narrows her eyes like a snake.

Her lips part and her sharp fangs growl.

"Get out--!!"

At the sudden shout, Sang-moon is startled.

The large man hurriedly runs out of the room.

"Haah..."

After the subordinate leaves, Executor sighs deeply.

Then she rubs her throbbing forehead with the back of her hand.

"Shit..."

Living her life as a dignified officer, only to lust after a girl like a dog in heat...

And even leaving a mark with a kiss out of jealousy towards Anna?

You're really crazy...

She was so embarrassed that she covered her face with both hands.

Feeling her burning face, she groaned in pain.

She wants to believe it was just the aphrodisiac.

But still, the image of Si-ho, pretending to be completely innocent yet flirting in such a sexy costume, fills her mind.

It was too stimulating.

But still, to think that she, being older, would become the same kind of bitch.

It's annoying.

It's all that damn Anna's fault.

Just because Si-ho had to call that name at that moment.

"---."

She was thinking about the albino killer.

The blinds begin to sway softly.

Her black hair flutters.

Surely she had closed the window, but where was the breeze coming from?

Executor moves her bangs to the side.

And stares intently at the source of the wind.

It's the window frame.

The silver-haired killer was already sitting there.

Her white eyes and hair glistened in the sunlight, creating a mystical atmosphere.

Anna slowly enters the room.

Her murky white eyes draw closer to Executor.

Silver and black hair intermingle.

Soon, Anna's expressionless lips twitch.

"Bitch."

Just two sharp words.

The moment she hears them, Executor feels as if she's been hit on the head with a hammer.

"What...?"

"Did you wake up, whore?"

The Russian-origin killer kindly repeats it.

Her consideration makes Executor's eyes quiver.

"Hey, I'm telling you, it's really just the aphrodisiac..."

"Whore. Slut. Bitch. Bitch."

Where she learned those words, she fiercely jabs at Executor's chest.

The killer has grown more than before, now knowing how to kill not just the body but the heart as well.

"Stop it... I get it."

Executor mutters with her face turning red.

Satisfied with her response, Anna finally shuts her mouth.

"So why did you come here? Si-ho is downstairs."

The woman with red eyes tries to change the subject.

She wondered if Anna was expecting a reward for helping clean up Chinatown.

But unexpected words come out of the killer's mouth.

"Si-ho's guardian is needed."

"Guardian?"

"Yes, a guardian has to administer the antidote. To the patient for a week."

Anna crosses her arms and leans against the wall.

"Some women intentionally refuse to take it, wanting to keep their swollen bodies."

She clicks her tongue, wondering where such women could be.

"I can't be the guardian. I'm a wanted person."

Executor listens to Anna's words calmly.

It's not particularly a difficult task.

Just administer the medicine on time.

But there's one problem.

Just as Anna is a wanted person, Executor is also a member of the organization.

If the guardian's name includes 'Ilshim,' Si-ho's future might face problems.

Being involved with the organization can lead to various injustices.

Neither of them was suitable for 'protection.'

They might be suitable for killing someone, though.

Executor falls into thought for a moment.

She suddenly remembers the words Si-ho said in the Jasmine Room.

The first thing she said after escaping the influence of the aphrodisiac.

Anna was more important to her than anything.

Executor snorts emptily.

And realizes that who should be the guardian was decided long ago.

"You do it, guardian."

Executor looks up at Anna with a flat voice.

Then Anna's eyebrows twitch.

"Why? I'm wanted. If I get involved, I'll only be monitored by the Association."

"I know. But right now, that child needs you more than me."

Executor gives a bitter smile.

"Go see Si-ho. She said she has something to tell you."

Executor carelessly covers herself with the blanket.

And completely turns her head away.

"Bitch, always saying what you want to say."

The killer with red eyes finds the words very irritating.

But she forcefully keeps her mouth shut and closes her eyes.

Soon, the clicking sound of Anna's steps can be heard.

Her worker boots trample over the windowsill and leave through the window.

"Why go through the window when there's a perfectly good door..."

The Executor grumbles and covers herself with the blanket up to her head.

And then she slowly drifts to sleep.

"..."

But soon, her blanket violently shakes.

Every time the blanket twists, a foot shape thumps visibly.

 

Anna sneaks into the hospital corridor.

And she opens the door to Si-ho's doctor's office.

A doctor in a white coat leans back in his chair leisurely.

He soon jumps up in shock when he sees the Black-eyed Killer.

Because Anna approached with a chilling, expressionless face like a doll.

"What's the matter?"

"Guardian."

"Yes...?"

At the sudden remark, the doctor's eyebrows furrow.

Anna only gets closer and repeats herself.

"Han Si-ho. Guardian."

"Ah... are you the guardian of the patient in room 304?"

The doctor finally seems to understand and asks.

The Killer slowly nods.

"Then, please sign here on the guardian's signature line."

He temporarily sticks the antidote in his coat pocket while pulling out various documents.

"And... your hunter's license and ID..."

He then places everything on the desk and pushes forward a pen.

"..."

However, Anna does not grab the pen.

She just stares at the antidote intently.

Did I say something strange?

The doctor, sensing a proper procedure was proposed, scratches his head bewildered.

Anna moves right up to the doctor's face.

Her fragrant soap scent captivates the attending physician.

Seizing the moment, the Killer pulls out the antidote from his chest.

And whispers softly.

"Anna. Anna Danilova."

She then gracefully exits the hospital room.

The doctor can only blankly watch the Killer's retreating figure.

He has just realized that the person he encountered moments ago was the Grim Reaper.

The psychopath killer often mentioned on TV.

The doctor has no choice but to sign her name on the form himself.

(Sign) Anna Danilova.

 Holding the antidote, Anna slowly reads the dosage instructions.

"With water. Take one pill a day."

"Ensure the proper intake every day. Check daily."

The Killer articulates each syllable child-like.

She then looks around the corridor for water.

But there was no water dispenser in the corridor.

Only a vending machine was present.

And even that machine had no water.

The Killer blankly scans the drinks and then stops her gaze at the iced tea.

Among the vending machine beverages, it is the only one without carbonation.

Besides, its name is tea.

Tea is good for the body.

Anna searches her pockets.

But she had no money.

The Killer pauses, lost in thought.

Then suddenly, she remembers a claw machine she saw at the department store.

Si-ho had always been pushing the machine to get a plushie.

The vending machine is just another machine.

After a brief calculation, Anna clenches her fist.

And she violently smashes the iced tea button.

"---!"

The machine made of metal crumples like tofu.

Soon, Chinese iced tea spills out like a pachinko machine from the outlet.

Anna picks one up.

And then heads back to the hospital room calmly.

The door to the VIP single room opens.

There was a very faint aphrodisiac scent inside.

It must be a remnant still inside Si-ho's body.

Anna silently steps closer and slowly pulls aside the blind.

A short-haired girl lies soundly on the white bed.

She opens her eyes thinly and looks up at the arriving Killer.

"Hello..."

With a dry voice, Si-ho greets.

Despite all the hardships, she is smiling faintly.

Like Sun-ye.

"You look ridiculous."

Anna approaches the bed nonchalantly.

Up close, it seems Si-ho still hasn't fully recovered her body.

Her slender body remains somewhat enlarged compared to before.

Of course, it was much better than how she looked in the Jasmine Room.

"Just go home, why get stupidly kidnapped."

Anna mumbles as it comes to her.

Then, Si-ho smiles and replies.

"That's right... I really am stupid."

Si-ho slowly sits up.

And, sitting on the pillow, she looks at Anna.

"I still have something to tell you. That's why I couldn't leave."

"Something you couldn't say?"

Anna repeats Si-ho's words.

Si-ho looks at her with a sad expression.

More serious than ever before.

"I'm sorry."

It was a brief remark.

Anna calmly processes the 'sorry' trying to understand.

But when no answer comes, she asks Si-ho again.

"What are you sorry for?"

"For deceiving you as a powerless one. And for looking through your memories without permission."

Si-ho looks at Anna with wavering eyes.

"And... for digging up memories I wanted to forget."

Anna calmly listens to her apology.

Has the always impulsive Anna ever listened so calmly to someone before?

"If I didn't deceive you, I thought you might kill me."

Si-ho murmurs with her head bowed.

Anna stares at her intently.

Responding to the apology, the Killer speaks in a calm voice.

"That's right. If you hadn't given me the Black Velvet then, I would definitely have killed you."

Anna nonchalantly picks up a glass from the table.

She unfolds the bed footrest, placing the glass on it.

"But such a sullen expression isn't worth killing."

She throws a lethal remark.

The Killer opens the iced tea she brought.

The transparent glass fills with an amber-colored beverage.

Over it, black antidote drops precisely.

Soon, the black potion slowly mixes with the iced tea-like paint.



Rating: ★★★

Effect: Neutralizes toxins.

Info: Mixed Chinese iced tea with an antidote. The originally bitter and awful-tasting antidote is neutralized by mixing it with iced tea. Sweet and slightly bitter.

The first drink Anna made for someone else.

"Drink."

Anna hands the glass to Si-ho.

The bartender is surprised at the Killer who made the drink herself.

She cradles the glass with both hands.

"Thank you..."

Si-ho looks at her with a touched expression.

Anna turns her head away from that affectionate face.

"Get well soon. I don't want to see your face every day for a week."

Si-ho grins at Anna's grumbling.

And she slowly sips the sweet iced tea.

"..."

Si-ho licks her lips after drinking half the tea.

Her look somehow catches the eye.

"It tastes good? You might have a talent as a bartender."

At her words, the Killer grimaces as if incredulous.

"What's so good about cheap iced tea? It's all sugar taste."

Today, Anna found it hard to face Si-ho.

Her demeanor had changed since Chinatown, no longer just child-like.

Si-ho gently sweeps her bangs behind her ear.

Her subtle white skin stands out.

At that sight, Anna's lips twitch.

The Killer turns around in surprise.

It wasn't just Si-ho who was changing.


  
    Chapter 50 Gimlet 1

    Gimlet 1

「A few days ago, 30 tons of illegal aphrodisiacs were seized in Chinatown.」

「The domestic criminal organization Ilshim has occupied this Chinatown and is currently in a standoff with the Hunter Association.」

Various troubling news pours from the radio.

The man, feeling weary from the news, soon turns off the radio.

He then takes out his cell phone and browses through his blog.

It is time to post the next review for a shop.

"Let's see... is there any place nearby worth ripping off?"

He searches for cocktails on the domain.

Information about a bar near Sindorim then appears.

Blogger, Jung-gil, fiddles with his phone and checks the reviews for the bar 'Moment'.

'The bartender is tasty, and the alcohol is friendly.'

Jaehi10.

'The bartender sister is cute, and the store is pretty.'

Seah12.

'This store, Red Eye is delicious. Order a lot.'

Redsnake1sim.

2028.

Now that the government has disappeared and the Association has taken over the nation.

This is the first time seeing a bar with such high ratings.

Could there be something special about this store that people would specifically buy expensive cocktails?

Even the currently popular singer, JEI, confirmed her visit with a Shorts video.

Capable bartenders are also struggling with living expenses, and there are stores that ride the viral wave without effort.

Unforgivable.

It's time to show the positive effects of being a power blogger.

I will expose the true state of this store and provide a cold, hard review.

He makes this resolution as he drives towards Moment, which he sees in the distance.

Jung-gil adjusts his heavily waxed hair.

In his early thirties, he has another purpose besides reviewing.

The appearance of the bartender he saw in the Shorts video was quite appealing.

Especially cute was her teardrop mark.

He snickers and starts parking in front of the Moment bar.

Suddenly, he flinches at the sight of a Jaguar parked next to him.

A foreign car in these times...

Obviously, the car owner must be a rich snob who is of no help to society.

He grumbles as he carefully finishes parking, avoiding the foreign car.

Even after getting out of the car, Jung-gil looks back and forth between his Avante and the Jaguar XJ.

Unsatisfied with the comparative visuals, he forcibly turns his gaze away and opens the door to the store.

A faint song by JEI, 'Hola', flows from the speakers.

He frowns.

It's a deduction right from the start.

At the moment an idol song plays, to his standards, Moment becomes a cheap unlimited cocktail bar.

Moreover, this messy interior.

It looks like it's still under construction, with the steel frame exposed on the ceiling, and the store walls not fully repaired, blocked off with a barrier tape.

Though this construction site concept is trendy, this is just a real construction site.

Jung-gil ponders what comment to make to break the owner's mental state as he enters the store hall.

There are no customers at the hall tables.

However, two female customers are sitting at the counter, their backs turned.

A silver-haired woman with a hat pressed down and a black-haired woman in a suit.

Especially the woman in the suit, her beautiful curves are clearly visible as her clothes cling to her body.

Staring intently at her figure, Jung-gil slowly heads towards the counter.

And he thinks.

'Could it be, the store's water is so good that it has such high ratings?'

The blogger waits with his arms crossed for an employee to appear.

In the meantime, Jung-gil glances over at the two women.

Indeed, the woman in the suit was also beautiful from the side.

Her sharp facial features under her lush black hair caught his eye.

Especially striking are her ruby-like red eyes.

The woman on the left was no less remarkable.

Even though she wore a hat, her mysterious silver hair and pale skin captivated his gaze.

Her blurry white pupils exuded a decadent beauty, and her rough hands felt sexy.

Her shadowed features seemed to evoke a protective instinct.

He contemplates whether to speak to them.

But as he was thinking of a line, a rustling sound from the kitchen diverted his attention.

"---."

Soon, a petite bartender appears from the kitchen.

She seems apologetic for not attending to the customers sooner and hurries to the counter.

A strange, fatal fragrance seems to emanate from the approaching her.

"Sorry. I was just taking some medicine..."

She mutters in a neutral voice.

The bartender's name tag is engraved with the name Si-ho.

Though of average height, he catches a glimpse of an above-average figure hidden under her apron.

Her plain outfit contrasted with her not-so-plain figure, as attractive as a swimsuit.

"It's okay."

He stares intently at Si-ho's teardrop mark and mutters.

Was the real thing better than what he saw in the video? He looks satisfied.

"My name is Jung-gil."

The man extends his hand.

Si-ho hastily wipes her hands on her apron before shaking hands with him.

"If you're also a bartender, you must know 'Jung-gil's Cocktail Diary'?"

"No, I don't watch TV much..."

Si-ho scratches her neck awkwardly.

As she touches her skin, the scent of flowers seems to intensify.

"The bartender doesn't know me? You're insensitive to trends."

He throws out words, feeling slightly offended.

"Sorry."

"Well, to put it simply, I'm a power blogger, and my reviews greatly help the business."

The blogger arrogantly crosses his arms and looks around the inside of the store.

The counter is ordinary, and nothing special stands out.

There are only two beauties on either side as customers.

To appeal to the women with a masculine presence, he stands up straight.

"There aren't many customers in the store... if it's okay with you, I'll give you direct feedback."

"Feedback?"

"Yes. I have 500,000 followers, you know."

Si-ho tilts her head, looking burdened by his suggestion, and fiddles with her hands.

Jung-gil, frustrated by her response, promptly makes an offer.

"Make me a drink."

"What would you like?"

"If you're a bartender, surely you can make a Gimlet?"

Gimlet.

A very simple cocktail made with gin and lime, varying in taste depending on the bartender's style.

Ordering a Gimlet can gauge the level of the store, as it is a sensitive cocktail.

Jung-gil, somewhat of a liquor expert, plans to test her with this.

Despite his arrogant demeanor, Si-ho smiles sweetly.

Her teardrop mark shifts, revealing her feminine eye shape more clearly.

Jung-gil involuntarily coughs.

It seems this house is definitely a one-man bartender carry.

Soon, Si-ho brings dry gin and lime.

She begins bartending with smooth hand movements.

In the shaker:

Dry gin 2 ounces (60ml)

Freshly squeezed lime juice 1/2 ounce (15ml)

Then a dash of sweet sugar syrup.

Add them in order and shake.

After a lively shaking sound, strain it into a martini glass.



Rating: ★★★

Effect: Stamina up 10%.

Info: The sweet sugar syrup and sour lime meet clean gin to create harmony. Si-ho's 100% skill didn't come out because she's still unwell.

An extra star is added by Angelic Hand.

"I'll serve you the Gimlet."

She slowly pushes the glass towards Jung-gil.

The subtle lime green liquor ripples.

He thinks upon seeing the color.

The color isn't bad.

But...

It lacks even a basic orange peel garnish...

And the glass wasn't properly chilled either.

The taste might not be bad, but it definitely lacks detail.

It's just a typical 8,000-won cocktail you'd expect from an ordinary bar.

He thought this as he sipped from the glass.

A fragrant drink enters his mouth.

After the tart lime flavor, a subtle sweetness moistens his tongue.

"..."

What is this?

It's definitely just a regular Gimlet.

But somehow, it tastes strangely uplifting.

He looks around, feeling the subtle scent.

The only people around him are the two female customers and the bartender.

Is it because it's like drinking in a flower garden?

He tilts his head and sips again.

The petite bartender watches him anxiously.

Finding her look cute, Jung-gil feels even more mischievously inclined.

The blogger calmly clears his throat and starts reciting his prepared comment.

"Well, the taste of the Gimlet itself isn't bad. But..."

"There's no garnish, and the glass is lukewarm."

Jung-gil twirls the glass as he speaks.

"With such an ordinary taste, it's hard to survive in this lawless era."

Si-ho's complexion darkens a bit.

She mumbles an apology.

"Well, there's still a way to boost sales."

At Jung-gil's words, Si-ho gazes up at him intently.

"I'll give you a higher review score if you show some 'goodwill'. Right now, it's just a 6 out of 10."

He opens his palm and shapes it to show the number eight.

"Five bills per point, a total of ten bills will get your review up to 8 points."

"Ten bills is 100,000 won?"

Si-ho asks with an innocent face.

At her ludicrous question, Jung-gil chuckles.

"No, of course, it's 1 million won."

His quoted price makes Si-ho's mouth drop open slightly.

Her expression is troubled, as if she hadn't anticipated this.

"What to do... Our shop has been under reconstruction recently and we're out of money..."

Jung-gil's mouth twitches sympathetically.

But soon, he steels his resolve and manages his expression.

This is when he needs to push harder.

Just a girl, after all; push hard enough and she'll have to comply out of fear.

"Well, there's nothing I can do then, I'll just have to rate it as the cheap bar it is."

Si-ho seems hurt by his words and rubs her mouth with the back of her hand.

His disappointment in her eyes somehow makes him want to torment her more.

But that feeling doesn't last long.

Because Jung-gil feels a chilling gaze on either side of him.

Before he even turns his head, two hands land on his shoulders.

It's the two women who were sitting next to him.

Red eyes and white eyes both piercingly look down at him.

"Uh... do you have something to say to me...?"

He stammers, unnerved by the strong grip on his shoulders.

"Did you just call this a cheap bar?"

Executor asks.

"Shall I kill him?"

Anna asks.

Jung-gil trembles at the sight of these two predators.

One a giant leopard, the other a large anaconda.

The bartender stops them with a pained voice.

"It's okay. He's a 'famous blogger', after all. It would be troublesome to show him in a bad light..."

Si-ho shakes her head pitifully.

At that, Anna, moved by Si-ho's miserable look, slips her hand into her pocket.

"Anna sit, Executor you too."

But despite Si-ho's words, Executor grips his shoulder even tighter.

The atmosphere turns icy, sending shivers down Jung-gil's spine.

Anna...

The infamous killer.

Kills anyone for money, a crazy murderer!

And Executor...

A high-ranking official of Korea's largest organization, Ilshim.

These two women in the same space?

It's unbelievable.

What exactly is this place?!

"It seems our blogger friend here doesn't know the taste of alcohol."

Soon, Executor's arm coils around his neck.

Like a snake.

She whispers to Jung-gil very kindly.

"Try it again. What does it taste like?"

Anna drives a blade into the table.

And perches on the table, looking down at Jung-gil.

Responding, his trembling hand moves.

He slowly takes the Gimlet to his mouth.

But he trembles so much that most of the drink spills down his chin.

"How is it?"

"What do you think?"

Both killers ask at the same time.

"Tastes... good..."

"How good?"

The two women lean in closer.

"To die for..."

He mutters as if enchanted.

Then Executor's red eyes fix on the blogger, hypnotically staring.

"Rating?"

"10 points... 10 points..."

Executor pulls out his phone from his pocket.

And kindly hands it to him.

"Write. The review."

Executor smiles slightly.

Si-ho watches, covering her mouth with her hand, the two killers looking like loan sharks forcing a debt waiver.

The indebted Jung-gil, fingers trembling, slowly taps on the screen.

He was so nervous that correcting typos took forever.

"I... I've written it here."

Jung-gil shows the review to Executor as if offering a tribute.

Anna reads the text emphatically.

"Three eat, one could die and still not know. The taste is the best. What? Die...?"

Anna gets angry at the mention of 'die' and raises her sword again.

But Executor stops her.

"Ah, it means it's really good. In Korea, it's high praise."

Only after hearing her explanation does Anna lower her sword.

Then, Jung-gil shudders as he backs away from the counter.

The blogger starts running towards the entrance.

Si-ho quickly calls out to stop him.

"Wait! If you write a review, I'll give you some canapés...!"

The bartender follows him with a plate in her hands.

But the blogger, saying he doesn't need them, roughly closes the entrance door.

"Ha..."

As the rare visitor flees, Si-ho sighs deeply.

Then she turns to look sharply at the two killers.

"I told you to stop scaring the customers."

Executor shrugs nonchalantly.

Even the emotionless Anna mimics her shrug.

"This will turn into a den of criminals if this keeps up..."

Si-ho regrets as she nibbles on the canapés she'd made.

Lately, she's been craving sweets and lives off desserts.

"I hope the next customer doesn't run away..."


  
    Chapter 51 Gimlet 2

    Gimlet 2  

Before I knew it, the clock's hands pointed to 9 o'clock.  

The bartender stared blankly at the store's entrance and let out a deep sigh.  

"Is no one coming today..."  

At the somber sound, Anna glanced at Si-ho.  

She tilted her head like a cat pretending to know nothing after causing trouble.  

Si-ho, now familiar with her expressionless face, gave a scolding for no reason.  

"How long are you guys going to stay here? You’ve already seen me take my medicine."  

"We're leaving now anyway."  

Anna stood up from her chair.  

The Executor also rose, following Anna.  

"I have a company dinner today, so I should leave as well."  

The red eyes adjusted her collar.  

As she was about to leave, she put a cigarette in her mouth.  

"Light it outside for me."  

"Nagging again. Why aren’t you calling me 'unnie' today?"  

The Executor persistently asked as she strolled through the hall.  

Caught off guard, Si-ho shook her head hard, as if embarrassed.  

"I don’t say things like that..."  

When Si-ho mumbled, the Executor chuckled and walked toward the entrance.  

As she was stepping out, she suddenly paused as if recalling something.  

"You used to say it so easily back then..."  

At her muttering, the bartender's face flushed red.  

"Hurry up and leave! I haven’t sold a single drink because of you guys today..."  

The petite bartender shoved the backs of the two predators out of the store.  

The two killers stepped outside, pretending they had no choice.  

After they were fully outside, Si-ho finally sighed in relief.  

"What’s with you? Why are you riding in here?"  

"Too lazy to walk. Give me a ride, b*tch."  

"Wipe your paws first."  

From outside came the playful bickering of the two predators.  

Once their voices were no longer audible, Si-ho leisurely returned to the counter.  

"Are they gone?"  

Ji-wook peeked his face out from the kitchen.  

He looked pale, as if drained by the aura of the two women.  

"Yes, they’re gone."  

"They said they were resting because they were sick, but when did they get so close?"  

Ji-wook shivered, seemingly unable to believe the situation earlier.  

It was a normal reaction, no different from Jung-gil's.  

"Exactly."  

Si-ho gave a bitter smile while wiping the spilled gimlet.  

The pale green liquor soaked the cloth.  

The bartender stared blankly at the sticky cloth.  

Was my gimlet really that bad...  

She briefly reflected, wondering if there had been an issue with her bartending.  

There was no problem with the recipe itself.  

It was likely a matter of detail.  

Come to think of it, because I was sick, I didn’t prepare the garnish, nor did I chill the glass.  

Just as Jung-gil pointed out, the quality was too low.  

She suddenly glanced down at her own body, which had been unwell.  

Her frown deepened at the sight of her chest, more sensitive and enlarged than before.  

She had barely shaken off the aphrodisiac that had dulled her mind, but her body hadn’t fully recovered.  

To erase memories of that day, Si-ho furiously shook her head.  

Her enlarged chest swayed mockingly under her apron.  

Ji-wook, watching her silently, asked a question.  

"Hey, Si-ho."  

"Yes?"  

"It might be a sensitive question, but..."  

Ji-wook scratched his chin and blushed.  

"When you said you went to the hospital, was it for surgery?"  

Si-ho tilted her head in confusion at the word 'surgery' thrown at her.  

Ji-wook asked more directly.  

"Lately, your vibe... and a lot of other things seem to have changed..."  

At his honest remark, Si-ho's eyes flushed red.  

Although she had been trying to hide it, everyone had noticed her changing body.  

Si-ho felt embarrassed, as if all her secrets had been exposed.  

Then Ji-wook delivered the final blow.  

"Your eyes, in particular, have become really pretty. They’ve lengthened a bit, haven’t they? My girlfriend is curious about it too..."  

"Sunbae."  

Si-ho quietly interrupted Ji-wook’s words.  

He tensed at the bartender’s darkened tone.  

"Uh...?"  

"Instead of asking things like that, go peel some onions!"  

Si-ho shouted with clenched fists.  

Startled, Ji-wook quickly apologized and disappeared into the kitchen.  

"Seriously... men."  

Si-ho muttered unconsciously.  

Then, realizing the meaning of her words, she slapped her cheek hard.  

Get a grip.  

I must not forget who I was.  

I’m an ex-military reconnaissance unit member!  

Even with this strange body, everything will get better as long as I take my medicine...  

The doctor said it would definitely get better.  

She kept trying to reassure herself.  

But Si-ho already knew.  

Today was the last day of the medicine she had been taking for a week.  

The daily medication hadn’t brought about any dramatic effects.  

The clock’s hands were nearing 10 o’clock.  

Out of boredom, Si-ho turned on the TV.  

On the screen was a news segment comparing the levels of Korea’s Hunter Association and those of other countries.  

The focus was on the significant gap in standards between associations, particularly how the U.S. Association was overwhelmingly superior to Korea’s.  

Massive monsters like Gigas, as big as the Empire State Building.  

Or demons like Porpus, as small as a child but capable of destroying cities with a single gesture.  

To deal with such monsters, the U.S. had trained 2,000 rankers.  

Their high level meant they were often dispatched to other countries.  

Those rankers, ranked around 800th in the U.S., would typically be equivalent to the 80th rank in other nations.  

"Wow, so the top 10 in the U.S. are basically the same level as the top 1 elsewhere."  

Si-ho wiped a glass as if watching a fantasy movie.  

Once aiming to become a Hunter just to pay rent, she had become an ordinary bartender marveling at the news.  

The bartender soon grabbed the remote control.  

As the screen showed the U.S. top 100 rankers, she turned it off.  

She had heard the sound of the entrance door opening from afar.  

“---.”  

The bartender braced herself to greet the guest.  

A woman with black hair neatly tied to one side entered the counter area.  

She was dressed in a modest suit, and her soft loafers made gentle noises as she walked.  

Her mixed-race features gave her a mysterious and strikingly symmetrical face.  

She resembled Anna, but unlike Anna's sharp leopard-like face, she had a neat rabbit-like face.  

"Welcome to Moment--."  

Si-ho greeted the first customer with a bright smile.  

However, the woman’s complexion remained dark despite the bartender’s cheerful welcome.  

She let out a deep sigh and sat at the counter.  

Seeing her like that, Si-ho couldn’t help but feel tense.  

"Hello..."  

The woman mumbled, avoiding eye contact with Si-ho.  

For her, the bartender politely clasped her hands together and asked,  

"Is there a specific menu you’re looking for?"  

The woman stared blankly into space.  

Her large eyes, marked with deep dark circles, looked tired.  

"I don’t know much about alcohol."  

It was a tricky question.  

Coming to a bar without knowing much about alcohol.  

Si-ho paused to think.  

Recently, she had made a personal pledge.  

Not to recklessly read others’ memories unless absolutely necessary.  

Instead, she decided to ask honestly.  

"How are you feeling today?"  

"How am I feeling? As you can see, not great. It’s been tough lately..."  

The woman muttered while resting her chin on the table.  

She seemed to decide casually and opened her mouth again.  

"Just give me something strong. Something sour and intense to wake me up."  

At her request, Si-ho raised the corners of her lips in a subtle smile.  

That was enough of a clue.  

A perfect choice.  

When women feel bad, they naturally seek something spicy and stimulating.  

Alcohol is no different.  

When you feel miserable, strong and intense drinks help.  

Of course, Si-ho prided herself on disliking spicy things.  

But she didn’t know.  

That she recently enjoyed tteokbokki near her house quite deliciously.  

"Alright, I’ll prepare something for you."  

Si-ho bent her knees and pulled out lime juice.  

She planned to challenge herself with a different version of the gimlet she failed at earlier.  

While she was preparing, the woman quietly observed her.  

She asked the busy bartender,  

"Are you the wandering merchant? The one who sells potions..."  

"Uh... I am, but I haven’t sold much lately because I’ve been busy."  

Si-ho wondered how the woman knew about that.  

She wasn’t among the people he met back then.  

"Do you remember a kid named Se-ah?"  

"Se-ah...?"  

How could she forget her?  

She was always timid at parties but more devoted than anyone.  

She was the one who gave me the wolf ears item for free.  

"Of course, I remember. She was the kid who used flame abilities, right?"  

"Se-ah recommended this bar to me."  

Thanks to that, Si-ho could roughly guess what kind of person she was.  

She must at least be an academy instructor or staff member.  

"Is Se-ah doing well? Now that I think about it, I haven’t seen her lately because I haven’t gone out."  

"Of course. She got promoted from the supplementary class to the elite class."  

The once gloomy woman brightened up when talking about Se-ah.  

Her face lit up with pride, as if boasting about her daughter.  

"It was amazing. A kid who was always down and had poor grades became so bright..."  

She chatted enthusiastically with her chin resting on her hand.  

Just talking about her student seemed to peel away the gloom stuck to her face.  

Si-ho put down the bottle of liquor for a moment and listened attentively.  

Hearing about Se-ah’s progress made her happy too.  

"She would stop at nothing to win. She even threw Molotov cocktails during sparring matches between students. It was the first time I’d seen such desperation."  

A flash sparked in the woman’s eyes.  

Recalling the fight, she passionately recounted Se-ah’s feats.  

"That kind of desperation is what Korean Hunters need."  

"Right now, they’re too content with just achieving a rank. It’s a situation where we never know when or what kind of monster might appear again."  

The woman smiled bitterly as she looked at the bartender.  

Then, as if disappointed by Korea’s reality, her face turned gloomy again.  

"So, I became curious about who the bartender was that gave courage to a failed child."  

Si-ho shyly covered her mouth with the back of her hand.  

It was a peculiar habit she’d developed lately.  

"I’m not someone worthy of expectations... I’m sorry about that."  

When the bartender mumbled, the woman shook her head.  

"No, I find it even more intriguing because you seem weak."  

The woman spoke loudly, as if complimenting her.  

Although the "weak" remark stung a little, Si-ho decided to take it as praise.  

"Oh, I forgot to introduce myself."  

The woman reached into the inner pocket of her jacket.  

Soon, she pulled out a business card and handed it to Si-ho.  

  

Occupation: Academy Supplementary Class Instructor.  
Info: A Hunter dispatched from the U.S. Association to Korea.  

"Please share it with me, too—the secret to giving children courage!"  

This name... I’ve seen it somewhere before.  

Soon, the bartender remembered the news she had watched earlier.  

Her hand holding the business card began to tremble slightly.  

Because she had seen the name on the U.S. TOP100 ranking list.  

A U.S. ranker above the 100th rank is equivalent to a TOP10 in any nation.  

Which means, this woman standing before her was a TOP10 level powerhouse.  

Lina was undoubtedly a beautiful woman with rabbit-like features.  

But among them, she was the strongest rabbit in America.  
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    Gimlet 3

“A way to give courage…”

Si-ho muttered while wiping a glass with a dry towel.

What did I say to Se-ah back then?

After meeting Se-ah, countless things had happened.

From Anna's past to the incident in Chinatown...

There wasn’t even time to think about Se-ah.

Si-ho tried to recall but couldn’t remember anything except the expensive wolf ears she had received.

Lina was in the same dilemma.

She already seemed exhausted, as if she had pondered dozens of times on ‘how to give courage to children.’

Just because she saw a bartender didn’t mean a lifelong worry would be easily resolved.

The clumsy teacher eventually grabbed her own head.

Then, with a deeply gloomy expression, she let out a long sigh.

“As expected… someone like me, even as a teacher, couldn’t possibly solve this, could I?”

Her posture, clutching her head, looked like a rabbit with its ears drooping—adorably so.

Si-ho stared at her silently for a moment before finally apologizing.

“I’m sorry. You must’ve come a long way, but I couldn’t give you a proper answer…”

“Why apologize! If anything, I should be sorry for coming here and saying strange things…”

She hurriedly waved her hand.

The clumsy teacher, lips pressed tightly, picked up a pretzel from the table and ate it.

Like a dispirited rabbit nibbling on its food.

“Ha…”

Si-ho looked down at her sullen appearance.

Inside, the bartender cheered with clenched fists.

It’s been such a long time.

How long has it been since I’ve seen someone this utterly normal?

Looking back at all the people who had visited so far, Lina was by far the most ‘normal’ person she had encountered.

Realizing this, Si-ho suddenly wanted to help her.

If not help, she at least wanted to give her genuine courage.

“---.”

The clock in the Moment Bar pointed to 11 o’clock.

Outside, sirens sounded, signaling the approaching curfew.

After 11 o’clock, the association could no longer guarantee protection if monsters appeared.

But Lina remained at the bar.

She had every right to.

In Korea, there likely wasn’t anyone stronger than Lina, and if there was, they’d probably only be her equal.

As the bartender prepared a cocktail, Lina mumbled to herself.

It was as if she was unloading a burden she had been carrying alone.

“I probably won’t ever be a good teacher…”

Si-ho interpreted her words as a joke.

The woman before my eyes is a top contender in America’s TOP 100.

What student would refuse her teachings?

“Honestly, I was the worst professor in Korea.”

“That’s a bit unexpected.”

Si-ho said as she chilled a glass with ice.

Shee assumed America’s education standards were naturally higher than Korea’s, so she would teach well.

“My ability is muscle reinforcement. If I want to, I can lift cars or harden my body like steel.”

She shyly tapped the table with her finger.

“I adapted to my ability quickly. So, within a year of becoming a hunter, I became an S-rank ranker.”

Lina recited her accolades in a somber tone.

To think she became an S-rank ranker in just a year...

Si-ho remembered how she had struggled as a healer for over three years but remained an F-rank.

Recalling the past, the corners of her mouth involuntarily drooped.

“Maybe that’s why I couldn’t understand students who struggled to adapt to their abilities at first.”

Ah.

So that’s it.

It’s like how a genius soccer player, upon retiring, struggles as a coach.

They can’t understand why others fail at what seems so simple to them.

Lina was a quintessential genius hunter.

It wasn’t easy for someone like her to empathize with struggling candidates.

“This quarter, if I rank last among professors again, I’ll be summoned back to America. I want to stay here as long as possible because my father is in Korea…”

Lina’s large eyes shimmered.

Her expression, like a sorrowful rabbit nibbling on pretzels, naturally drew attention.

Si-ho almost laughed but held it in.

Then, with as serious a face as possible, she asked the young professor.

“Will it be a forced summons?”

“Yes... since I’m a ranker, I can’t live abroad without clear justification, even if my parents are there. Immigration isn’t allowed either. A ranker leaving means a weakening of national power...”

That made sense.

Suddenly, a ranker who was a national asset becoming another country’s ranker?

It was like losing a nuclear weapon.

“But that’s a separate matter. Whether I’m here or not, I want to be a source of strength for my students.”

She spun the empty pretzel plate on the table.

“Because I love those kids.”

After those words, Lina made eye contact with Si-ho.

The kind, beautiful professor smiled warmly at the bartender.

Si-ho thought her smile was truly lovely.

And at that moment, upon seeing her pure, bright smile, she wanted to help her somehow.

That feeling soon turned into words that escaped her lips.

“I’ll make you a cocktail.”

The bartender responded with a knowing smile.

She placed the chilled glass on the table, having listened to Lina’s story.

Into a shaker filled with ice, one ounce (30 ml) of dry gin.

One ounce (30 ml) of fresh, tangy lime juice.

Half an ounce (15 ml) of sweet and smooth sugar syrup.

Add everything, then shake vigorously.

Next, slowly pour it into the chilled glass…



Rating: ★★★★☆ (Flawless)

Effect: Permanently increases willpower by 10.

Info: A unique recipe by Si-ho, deviating from the traditional. The strong tartness from 30 ml of lime juice is balanced with two pumps of sugar syrup.

“Lina, honestly, I don’t know much about the academy.”

The milky greenish drink filled the cold glass.

“I didn’t have the qualifications or tuition to enter as a low-tier ability user.”

She twisted a lime peel to extract its juice.

“But when I went on raids, there was an older sister who gave me courage, like you.”

She slowly placed the lime peel into the gimlet.

“Whenever things got tough, she always said something to me.”

Si-ho slid the martini glass toward the young professor.

“Don’t rush. You’re doing well.”

The bartender repeated as if quoting someone.

Her smiling face reminded Lina of a certain examiner.

“No one is strong from the beginning.”

Lina stared blankly at Si-ho.

She hesitated about what to say to the bartender, her mouth slightly open.

Eventually, she closed her mouth and silently took the glass.

The professor gazed at the milky drink.

Unlike Jung-gil, she stared at the cocktail for a long time.

“Do you think I can become a good teacher?”

Si-ho confidently answered her question.

“Yes.”

She rested her chin in her hands, gazing gently at Lina.

“When you mentioned Se-ah earlier, Lina, you looked so happy.”

The young professor listened intently, holding her glass so steadily that it didn’t tremble.

“A person who’s so happy seeing their student succeed can’t possibly be a bad teacher.”

“So don’t be too anxious about wanting to help your students.”

“Even if there’s no progress now, with such consistent effort for your students…”

Si-ho took out a tissue.

“One day, your students will recognize your hard work.”

She gently wiped the tearful young professor’s eyes.

“When they do, they’ll find the courage to try harder.”

Si-ho tilted her head slightly and smiled.

The ranker stared blankly at that smile.

“I’ll guarantee it. Even if I’m just an underwhelming bartender…”

Soon, she sniffled.

And she slowly blew her nose with the tissue Si-ho handed her.

“Thank you…”

She tried to compose herself.

She still looked as beautiful as when I first saw her.

No, perhaps even more refreshed and vibrant compared to her previously gloomy state.

Soon, she faced the gimlet sitting in front of her.

Now more at ease, the professor slowly brought her thick lips to the glass.

Lina half-closed her eyes and savored the cocktail slowly.

Si-ho didn’t bother asking her how it tasted.

She simply admired Lina’s face as if watching a pretty animal.

The rabbit who took a sip of the gimlet scrunched her face.

She pouted her lips and let out a short groan.

“Ah—sour.”

Si-ho burst out laughing at the reaction she had expected.

“How is it? Does it wake you up?”

“Completely…”

Lina nodded.

Despite her reaction, Si-ho wasn’t disappointed.

That’s just how gimlets taste, and her expression wasn’t one of displeasure.

It was a refreshing expression, as if she had shaken something off.

As if to confirm this, Lina picked up her glass again and took another sip of the gimlet.

Then, as if she were detoxifying, she let out a spirited cry.

“Kah—this is addictive! Strong, though…”

The rabbit, her face flushed, muttered to herself.

Watching her, Si-ho couldn’t help but feel proud.

Soon, the bartender seemed to have a good idea and headed to the ice machine.

She crushed ice finely with a muddler.

“Could you hand me your glass for a moment?”

“Huh?”

Lina handed over the glass with her flushed face.

Si-ho poured the half-finished gimlet into a new glass.

Then she poured the crushed ice on top.

“Here, this is how you make a Gimlet Hammer.”



Rating: ★★★★☆ (Flawless)

Effect: Permanently increases willpower by 10 and composure by 5.

Info: Crushed ice was added to the gimlet, lowering its alcohol content slightly.

A small consideration for a drunken Lina.

“This is amazing. Just by adding ice, it becomes a different cocktail…!”

Lina murmured while looking at the glass.

“Technically, it’s not a registered cocktail recipe. I just thought of a sledgehammer and improvised.”

Si-ho shyly covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

Lina looked at her with sparkling eyes.

“That’s funny. My main weapon is actually a hammer. It’s nice to meet a fellow ‘hammer’!”

She giggled and pointed at the bag she had brought.

Following her gaze, I went on tiptoe to peek into her bag.

Then, I was startled.

The hammer sticking out of her bag was covered in blood.

“Haha, I love it. A cocktail called Hammer? Make me one, no, two more of these!”

Lina quickly regained her laughter.

But the bartender’s smile completely disappeared.

She thought to herself.

As expected, there’s no normalcy in this place…

The American rabbit, her eyes reddened, drank three Gimlet Hammers.

The clock soon pointed to midnight.

“This place was the right choice after all.”

Lina hiccupped as she murmured.

“Thanks for saying that.”

Si-ho replied with a bright smile.

Thanks to the young professor, she had sold three drinks tonight.

At least the break-even point had been reached.

“Si-ho, every time I see you, I think your eyes are so pretty. Especially when you smile.”

Lina suddenly complimented the bartender.

The sudden flurry of compliments flustered Si-ho.

“What? That doesn’t suit me at all…”

“I mean it… Those feminine eyes, that comforting figure.”

She suddenly pointed at Si-ho’s body with her finger.

The bartender, startled, turned away.

“And even your warm heart. There’s a saying for women like you in Korea.”

Lina licked the remaining ice.

Then, as if something came to mind, her eyes sparkled.

“Oh! A virtuous wife—”

I had no idea where she had picked up such words.

Embarrassed by her choice of words, Si-ho coughed as if choking.

“My dad always told me to be a virtuous wife…”

Lina muttered.

And with her flushed face pressed against the table, she quietly fell asleep.

The bartender approached the sleeping guest quietly.

The academy professor was fast asleep like a child.

Her face still held the innocence of her academy days.

Si-ho envied Lina’s school days.

Suddenly, she thought to herself.

If I had attended the academy too.

If I had met a good teacher like Lina.

Maybe I wouldn’t have died so futilely back then.

Maybe my sister and I wouldn’t have died so unhappily…

“…”

Si-ho pulled out a blanket from the counter.

And she gently draped it over the sleeping young professor.

The shop was very quiet in the early morning.

Thankfully, there didn’t seem to be any monsters appearing in Sindorim tonight.

What a relief.


  
    Chapter 53 Kahlua Milk Royal

    Kahlua Milk Royal  

It had been a few days since Lina left.  

Si-ho could hear news about her through text messages.  

Lina bragged about her students, using an abundance of emoticons.  

One had improved from 0 wins and 8 losses to 2 wins and 10 losses in their sparring results.  

The bartender chuckled at the message.  

"Still, a 20% improvement from zero is impressive."  

Si-ho placed her phone on the counter.  

Then she wiped the sticky table and glanced at the clock.  

4:40 PM.  

There were 20 minutes left until the bar opened.  

Ji-wook had gone to the market to buy some ingredients.  

The bartender enjoyed the silence of the bar alone.  

Being alone in the spacious bar felt strange.  

Until yesterday, Anna and the Executor had been here, and even Lina had visited at night, so it felt a little lonely.  

"Now that I’m alone, it feels a bit odd..."  

Come to think of it, Anna, who usually kept an eye on her medication, hadn’t come today.  

Was it because her medication period had ended...  

But cutting off contact completely felt a bit cold.  

Si-ho pursed her lips and stared at the bar’s entrance.  

From a distance, the cheerful voices of children could be heard.  

The bartender listened to the sound.  

It was rare for minors to visit a bar.  

The door opened.  

Two familiar-faced girls entered through the bar's hallway.  

The bartender recognized them.  

One was the bar owner’s daughter, and the other was Lina’s prized student.  

"Unnie-!"  

Se-hee waved energetically.  

Seeing her face, the bartender’s dry heart felt a touch of warmth.  

The bright energy of a young girl was a great comfort to the expressionless bartender.  

But compared to her, Se-ah still wore a shy expression.  

Even with improved results, her inherently introverted personality seemed hard to overcome.  

Not that it mattered.  

Regardless of her personality, Se-ah was a lovely red-haired girl.  

Young, talented, and with a bright future ahead of her.  

"It’s been a while, girls."  

The bartender narrowed her eyes and smiled.  

At the sight of her smile, Se-ah’s lips twitched.  

Clinging tightly next to Se-hee, she mumbled softly.  

"Hello, unnie..."  

"Se-ah, why are you hiding? Come on in—."  

Si-ho beckoned her in with effort.  

Se-hee joined in.  

"Yeah, you were so excited to visit unnie, and now you’re acting like this?"  

When Se-hee spoke loudly, Se-ah shook her head furiously.  

She quietly scolded her friend.  

"Why did you have to say that..."  

"Haha—see? That’s what she’s like."  

In her delight, Si-ho stepped out from behind the counter.  

She approached Se-ah.  

The girl seemed to have grown taller; they were almost at eye level now.  

The bartender gently patted her side hair.  

As her tangled hair loosened, her red pupils sparkled.  

"You could’ve come by more often. I missed you."  

As the bartender spoke closely, Se-ah’s nose turned red.  

She replied with a flustered voice.  

"I’m sorry. I’ll come every week. No, every day!"  

"Hey, you live in a dorm. How are you going to come here every day?"  

Se-hee poked Se-ah’s side.  

Si-ho chuckled softly at Se-ah’s response.  

"It’s fine. Just drop by occasionally to show your face."  

The bartender said as much and headed to the fridge outside the counter.  

Soon, she held a pack of fresh milk in her hands.  

"Take a seat. You’re grown-up ladies now, so one drink should be okay, right?"  

"Yes, I’ll have my usual—!"  

Se-hee confidently raised her finger and exclaimed.  

To think she’d hear this from someone who used to dislike alcohol.  

Se-ah seemed uninterested in her friend’s words and mumbled to herself.  

"A cocktail made by unnie..."  

She seemed gloomier than before.  

Though her skills and fighting prowess had improved, her personality hadn’t changed.  

The bartender smiled faintly and began preparing cocktails.  

For soon-to-be adults, the first drink needed to leave a good impression.  

With that thought, Si-ho started bartending.  

She prepared a chilled on-the-rocks glass.  

Poured clear, transparent ice cubes.  

Added a smooth layer of sweet Kahlua, 1 ounce (30 ml).  

Followed by creamy milk, 2 and 1/2 ounces (75 ml).  

Finally, topped it with a rich half-ounce (15 ml) of Einspanner cream.  

  

Grade: ★★★★☆ (Flawless)  

Effect: Removes 50% of the drinker’s abnormal status immediately.  

Details: A collaboration between Kahlua Milk and Einspanner. Reduced milk and added rich cream for enhanced flavor.  

Recently, Si-ho has been experimenting beyond recipes. It looked promising.  

"Kahlua Milk is ready."  

The bartender placed the glass on the table in a serious tone.  

The two girls stared at it, dazed.  

"Wow, unnie. You seem so different from before."  

Se-hee spoke first.  

Se-ah silently nodded in agreement.  

"Huh? Different how?"  

Si-ho wondered if they were going to bring up her body again.  

She cleared her throat and adjusted her apron over her belly.  

"Your movements are more graceful, and the cocktail looks prettier too."  

At Se-hee’s words, the bartender let out a sigh of relief.  

That kind of compliment was always welcome.  

"Oh, wait a minute."  

Distracted by the praise, the bartender almost forgot something important.  

She grabbed a powder container near the cutting board and stepped out from behind the counter.  

She gently took the glass from Se-ah’s hands.  

"Uh, uh. Unnie. What are you doing?"  

Startled, Se-ah stammered.  

Smiling, Si-ho replied.  

"Just let me have the glass for a second."  

She carefully sprinkled cocoa powder over Se-ah’s drink.  

The fluffy chocolate powder landed softly on the white cream.  

"Unnie—put a lot on mine!"  

"Okay."  

She generously sprinkled powder on Se-hee’s glass too.  

Meanwhile, Se-ah stared blankly into space as if her power had shut off.  

Resting her chin on her hand, Si-ho watched the two girls sip their cocktails.  

They licked the cream from their lips and savored the soft taste.  

Before long, only ice was left in their glasses.  

Suddenly, Se-hee seemed to remember something and spoke.  

"Oh, right. The professor told me to give this to you."  

She tapped Se-ah’s shoulder.  

The cream-covered Se-ah finally snapped out of her daze.  

"Huh...?"  

Si-ho grabbed a tissue and handed it to her.  

She slowly reached toward her face.  

Se-ah saw the gesture and calmly closed her eyes.  

"..."  

But no matter how long she waited, the touch she expected never came.  

Instead, only the bartender’s voice reached her.  

"Se-ah?"  

At that call, she opened her eyes.  

The bartender stood there, looking awkward with a tissue in hand.  

"Here’s a tissue."  

"Ah, thank you..."  

She quickly took the tissue as if embarrassed.  

Then she roughly wiped her lips.  

Her expression showed she was flustered by a situation entirely different from what she had expected.  

But the bartender had no way of knowing what was on her mind.  

Se-ah tried to regain her composure and handed Si-ho an envelope.  

It was a luxurious envelope sealed with wax.  

"Professor Lina told me to give this to you."  

"Lina did?"  

Si-ho tilted her head and accepted the envelope.  

Its luxurious finish made her hesitate, unsure how to open it.  

Eventually, she calmly cut the envelope open with a paring knife on the counter.  

Inside, the bartender’s eyes widened as she read the invitation.  

  

We invite you to serve as a lecturer at the Hunter Academy.  

The duration is one day, and the lecture topic is "Mental Management for Hunter Trainees."  

Please feel free to prepare your lecture content as you see fit.  

We hope you will attend the academy and share your wisdom with the students.  

Recommender: Lina Kim. Approver: Vice Principal Lee Tae-hyun.  

"Girls... What is this?"  

Si-ho asked the students, looking flustered.  

Her hand, holding the document, trembled.  

"What else? Professor Lina invited you as a temporary lecturer."  

Se-hee shrugged as if it were obvious.  

Se-ah nodded enthusiastically.  

"Sorry, but I’m registered as a powerless individual, and I’m in no position to teach anyone."  

The bartender sighed deeply and set the proposal down on the counter.  

But Se-hee waved her hands as if it wasn’t a big deal.  

"That’s what makes it amazing! Thanks to you, the supplementary class students’ scores have improved significantly."  

Se-ah clenched both fists and exclaimed loudly.  

"That’s right! Of course, it’s still far behind our elite class, but the improvement was noticeable."  

Se-hee smirked arrogantly.  

"Other professors even asked Professor Lina about the secret to improving scores. She mentioned you, of course."  

"They said they want to hear your mental management techniques directly."  

The muscles under the bartender’s eyes twitched.  

That meant when Si-ho gave her lecture, numerous academy professors would also attend.  

"Absolutely. No way!"  

What kind of public humiliation was this?  

Si-ho shook her head furiously.  

"Oh, come on—it’s no big deal. Even a powerless person who became a ranker through physical training got invited once."  

Se-hee nodded casually as if it wasn’t worth fretting over.  

"That person’s a ranker! I’m just a bartender!"  

Si-ho crossed her arms in an X shape.  

Se-ah looked disappointed and made a sorrowful expression again.  

"Please think it over. There’s still time. But it’s an invitation to the academy..."  

At Se-hee’s sly suggestion, the bartender slumped into a counter chair.  

The academy...  

Just visiting the place had been her dream, and now she was being asked to lecture there?  

That made no sense.  

No sense at all.  

"---."  

While she sat in turmoil, the sound of the front door opening reached her ears.  

It was Ji-wook.  

He walked leisurely to the counter with a brown paper bag full of ingredients.  

Despite being a powerless individual, his tall and handsome appearance stood out.  

"Customers already?"  

The chef asked in a husky voice.  

"No, just Se-hee and her friend from the academy."  

"Oh, Se-hee—long time no see."  

Ji-wook and the girl greeted each other warmly.  

Se-ah fixed her gaze on him, startled by the sudden appearance of the male employee.  

Ji-wook seemed unaware of her stare and focused on the table.  

There were two empty glasses there.  

"Wow, are you giving away drinks for free like this?"  

"She’s the boss’s daughter, you know. And you’re always sneaking whiskey yourself—."  

Si-ho nudged Ji-wook’s shoulder.  

He chuckled and set the groceries down on the counter.  

"Just kidding—any friend of Se-hee’s drinks for free anytime."  

Se-ah stared blankly at the two attractive employees.  

Then she mumbled to herself.  

"Senior... Senior..."  

Neither staff noticed her murmuring and continued organizing the ingredients with smiles.  

In the process, their hands occasionally touched, and their shoulders bumped.  

The corner of Se-ah’s eye twitched.  

Her fiery red hair began to shimmer faintly.  

"Excuse me..."  

In a low voice, the girl called out to them.  

The bartender and chef turned to face her.  

They spoke simultaneously.  

"Huh?"  

Their perfect harmony made Se-ah’s eyes burn red.  

The flame user asked them.  

"What kind of relationship do you two have?"  


  
    Chapter 54 Blue Sky 1

    Blue Sky 1

"Us...?"

Si-ho and Ji-wook asked simultaneously.

Ji-wook was the first to notice Se-ah's intention.

He twitched the corners of his lips, seemingly thinking Se-ah had fallen for him.

Ji-wook indulged in an amusing imagination.

And soon, he opened his mouth to make that imagination a reality.

"We could say we're quite close, right? Isn't that right, Si-ho?"

At Ji-wook's sudden joke, Si-ho covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

She shyly laughed and shook her head.

Se-ah stared intently at that fragrant smile.

Her expression was as if the two of them had done all sorts of things together.

"A person with a girlfriend shouldn't make such jokes."

Si-ho gently tapped the chef's shoulder.

At that kind and soft touch, Se-ah's face became gloomy.

In Se-ah's eyes, Ji-wook seemed like a wolf trying to devour not only his girlfriend but also Si-ho.

"Se-ah, we're just colleagues. Don't worry."

But Se-ah didn't care about Ji-wook's words at all.

She stared blankly at Si-ho with an expressionless face.

At the serious gaze of the girl, Si-ho swallowed dryly.

"That's right. Just colleagues."

When the bartender shrugged her shoulders, Se-ah finally managed to avert her gaze.

She muttered while lowering her head.

"I see."

The bartender covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

And in a low voice, she mumbled quietly.

"Anyway, I've never dated anyone before..."

The moment Si-ho said that, everyone in the shop froze at her sudden confession.

The shop fell silent as if no one was there.

Especially Se-ah, who was covering her mouth, stared intensely at the embarrassed bartender.

"Then, you've never been involved with the killers either?"

Ji-wook asked with a surprised expression.

At his question, Si-ho flinched and shook her head.

Her face turned red as if recalling her past interactions with them.

"I just happened to get close to them somehow..."

As the situation escalated, Si-ho desperately denied it.

But Se-ah, who was listening, looked even more serious.

There are already women close to my sister?

And they're killers too?

"Unnie... are you being threatened by the killers?"

At her persistent questioning, Si-ho started to feel burdened.

If she admitted it, Se-ah looked ready to charge in immediately.

As if noticing the bartender's feelings, Se-hee covered her friend's mouth.

Se-hee, who already knew the identity of the killer, interrupted the conversation for her friend's safety.

"Unnie... we're going to leave now."

Feeling embarrassed by her excited friend, Se-hee linked arms with Se-ah.

And cautiously stood up from her seat.

"Oh, and if you look carefully behind the invitation, there should be a specification sheet."

"A specification sheet?"

"Yes, it's the compensation for the guest lecture. Check it and decide."

Se-hee subtly made a money gesture with her fingers.

Her expression suggested that the amount was quite satisfying.

"I'll wait..."

Se-ah mumbled as she was dragged away.

Held like a doll by Se-hee, whose specialty was physical strengthening, the girl disappeared outside.

The two employees stared blankly at the traces of the two female students who had passed through like a storm.

Soon, Ji-wook turned his head to look at Si-ho.

He seemed a bit surprised by the fact that Si-ho had been single since birth.

The chef cleared his throat and headed to the kitchen.

"I-I should get ready for the opening."

The apron hanging from Si-ho's shoulders slipped off weakly.

The bartender looked exhausted, as if she had spent all her energy even before the store opened.

What did I just say...

She felt embarrassed about unintentionally revealing her lack of dating experience.

The bartender sighed deeply and picked up the invitation again.

To check the lecture fee mentioned by Se-hee.

As she said, there was a salary specification written on the back of the invitation.

Si-ho's eyes widened as she confirmed the amount.

"Wait, how many zeros is this...?"

It was a whopping 2 million won.

With this much money, she could pay off all the overdue rent.

Is this the power of the academy?

As expected of Korea's top training institution, even the lecture fee was extraordinary.

Si-ho swallowed hard.

"Will it be okay..?"

It's just one day.

If she lectures for one hour a day, 2 million won would be deposited into her account.

Money she would barely earn after a month of grueling work as a bartender.

The hand holding the invitation trembled.

---

Two days passed.

The bus Si-ho was riding left Sindorim and headed toward Ilsan.

The roads were riddled with holes due to traces of battles with monsters.

The bus maneuvered around the holes as it traversed the road.

In the end, Si-ho accepted the invitation.

She couldn't refuse since enduring for just one hour would bring her 2 million won in a lump sum.

This would solve her persistent rent problem.

With that mindset, Si-ho looked at her reflection in the glass window.

Her hair had grown to her shoulders before she knew it.

Looking at her hair, Si-ho thought.

"Should I tie it up a bit...?"

Suddenly, the image of Lina from a few days ago popped into her mind.

Her neatly tied hair to one side had looked beautiful.

The bartender brushed her hair back.

The soft and faint scent tickled her cheek.

「The next stop is 'Korea Hunter Academy Main Gate.'」

Here it is.

Si-ho got off the bus.

And she savored the forest air she hadn't breathed in a while.

In the distance, she could see the academy's main gate.

Soon, two hunters who appeared to be guards stopped her.

"What brings you here?"

A hunter with a fierce impression asked her.

A sword and a gun holster were strapped to his waist.

"I'm here to visit the academy."

"Visiting?"

"Yes... I'm scheduled to give a lecture here tomorrow. I came for a tour beforehand."

Unlike before, Si-ho faced them with a clear and steady voice.

Having already experienced similar situations multiple times at Ilshim, she had grown somewhat accustomed to it.

However, despite her words, the hunters' reactions were indifferent.

No matter how they looked at it, the girl before them didn't seem like a lecturer.

She was at least a head shorter than them, and her body didn't show even a hint of muscle—how could she be a lecturer?

The hunter raised his gaze from her diminutive frame.

Then, as if nothing had happened, he cleared his throat.

"Please wait a moment. I'll inquire with the administration office."

He kept his guard up as he turned on his walkie-talkie.

And he began the tedious entry procedure.

"Wait, wait...!"

Just when it seemed like the standoff would drag on, someone walked out from inside the academy.

Recognizing the familiar voice, Si-ho's face brightened.

"Se-ah!"

The bartender waved her hand as if she'd found a reliable ally.

The girl, dressed neatly in her school uniform, approached her in response.

Seen up close, Se-ah looked even more elegant.

On her chest was a brooch with the letter 'E,' symbolizing the elite class.

"She's the lecturer, senior."

Se-ah, usually timid in front of Si-ho, spoke confidently.

The hunter, though slightly reluctant, ultimately stepped aside.

Had it been a regular student, this wouldn't have been possible.

But the testimony of an elite-class student seemed to hold absolute weight here.

"Was it hard to get here? The roads are pretty rough..."

Walking alongside Si-ho through the academy corridor, Se-ah asked.

The bartender chuckled softly and shook her head.

"Not at all—bouncing along the roads was kind of fun, actually."

Si-ho lightly clasped her hands and swayed her body.

"Just trust me today. I'll guide you properly."

The girl raised the corners of her lips as if she had prepared thoroughly.

"Thanks. But I don't see Se-hee around?"

When Si-ho mentioned another girl's name, the smile disappeared from Se-ah's face.

"Se-hee is busy today."

The two of them strolled together, exploring various academy facilities.

From the training grounds where ability users practiced.

To the fountain displaying a statue of the inaugural ranker.

After touring the exterior of the buildings, the two entered the main building of the school.

In front of the main building, there was a small coffee shop.

"Unnie, this is your first time at our school cafe, right?"

Se-ah pointed to the cafe signboard.

The sign read "Coffee Academia."

"Yeah, it's my first time at the academy itself."

"The coffee here is quite famous. Since you're here, why don't we have a cup?"

Se-ah gently slipped her hand into Si-ho's arm.

The girl naturally linked arms with her senior and guided her toward the cafe.

"Uh, okay... I like coffee too."

Surprised by her proactive attitude, Si-ho agreed.

Why is she acting like this all of a sudden?

Se-ah slowly seated Si-ho.

"Please wait here for a moment."

Se-ah calmly walked to the counter.

Her senior watched her closely.

It seemed Se-ah had a lot of pride in her school.

She even recommended a local specialty herself.

Truly befitting of a prestigious academy student.

Si-ho imagined herself dressed in a school uniform like Se-ah, leisurely ordering coffee.

As an F-rank hunter in the past, she'd envied academy students.

"..."

Then, all of a sudden, the corners of Si-ho's eyes twitched.

The self she imagined in the school uniform wasn't a male student.

Instead, she unconsciously pictured herself as a girl in a skirt, smiling coyly.

The bartender slapped her own cheek to erase the image.

I haven't fully shaken off the drugs yet...

Otherwise, this wouldn't be happening.

Since 'that time,' strange thoughts occasionally crossed Si-ho's mind unconsciously.

To dispel them, she frequently gave herself a pep talk.

"---."

In the meantime, Se-ah received two drinks she had ordered.

The coffee was served in long glass cups.

Se-ah gracefully carried the tray back to her senior.

Si-ho watched her intently.

Perhaps because the girl was walking briskly, the coffee on the tray wobbled precariously.

"---!"

Soon, one of the glasses tipped over, unable to withstand the shaking.

And the coffee began spilling toward Si-ho.

"Oh no, what do I do!"

The dark, rich coffee thoroughly soaked Si-ho's white shirt.

It was so drenched that her tank top underneath was visible.

"Are you okay, unnie? I'm so sorry..."

Se-ah covered her mouth with both hands, looking apologetic.

"It's fine. What about you? Are you hurt?"

"No... but what about you, unnie? Your clothes..."

Se-hee fidgeted anxiously, looking at the now-blackened shirt.

Trying to ease her, Si-ho spoke awkwardly.

"Well, maybe I should just head back for the day?"

Si-ho sighed as she mumbled.

But Se-ah shook her head firmly and spoke resolutely.

"There's no need for that."

"Huh...?"

Si-ho lifted her head at Se-ah's calm voice.

The expression on Se-ah's face was far from apologetic.

"My dormitory is nearby."

Se-ah smiled sweetly.

Her voice, usually hesitant, was now calm and straightforward.

"I'll lend you some clothes."

She seemed like a different person.
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    Blue Sky 2  

My whole body felt cold.  

The damp clothes had soaked through to the tank top I was wearing underneath.  

Pinching the shirt that was clinging to my belly, I followed Se-ah.  

She walked leisurely down the dormitory hallway.  

It was as if she had known something like this would happen all along; her movements were natural.  

Before I knew it, we arrived at room 103.  

Se-ah paused for a moment and spoke to me.  

“The room’s a bit messy, so please understand.”  

“Oh, it’s fine. My room’s really messy too.”  

I waved my hand dismissively.  

Since it was still May, the wet clothes made me feel very cold.  

I just wanted to change my clothes quickly.  

As if responding to my wish, the door opened.  

The fragrant scent of freesia tickled my nose.  

I lightly inhaled the scent as I stepped inside.  

I felt nervous entering a girl’s room for the first time.  

Oh, maybe not.  

Last month, I did visit Anna’s shelter, so it’s not entirely my first time.  

But her house was far too strange to count as a ‘normal’ girl’s house.  

Who covers all the furniture with white cloth, anyway?  

“Well, excuse me then.”  

I calmly took off my shoes and stepped into the room.  

The room was very dark, as the curtains were drawn.  

Soon, Se-ah turned on the light, revealing a neatly organized bed and wardrobe.  

Looking at the tidy arrangement, I thought to myself.  

Girls really are neat after all...  

“Unnie, please sit on the bed for a moment.”  

Se-ah opened the wardrobe.  

With skillful movements, as if she had prepared in advance, she pulled out some clothes.  

It was a spare school uniform.  

A jacket, a shirt without the Elite brooch, and a short skirt from the supplementary class days.  

Among them, the shirt particularly caught my eye.  

I instinctively felt that the shirt would be too small for me.  

That’s because my clothing size had changed recently after the Chinatown incident.  

There was no way Se-ah’s well-fitting uniform would fit me now.  

“Um... isn’t this a school uniform?”  

I asked hesitantly, feeling awkward.  

After all, an outsider couldn’t just wear an academy uniform.  

“That’s right.”  

Without understanding my concern, Se-ah spoke as if it were obvious.  

“But we only have uniforms and gym clothes—no other casual wear.”  

She held out the uniform to me.  

As the clothes were pushed closer, I found myself gradually backing away.  

“Come on, take it. I’ll wash your dirty shirt.”  

“Ah, okay.”  

Se-ah could be scary when she gets serious sometimes.  

I accepted the uniform and started taking off my coffee-stained shirt.  

She thanked me and put the garment into the washing machine.  

The washing machine soon displayed that the drying cycle would take two hours.  

Does this mean I have to stay here for two whole hours?  

I reluctantly slipped my arms into the sleeves of the shirt.  

Up to the arms, the shirt fit without issue.  

The problem came when I tried to button it.  

The buttons did close.  

But the overly tight chest area was uncomfortably constricting.  

Why are girls’ uniforms designed to cling to the body like this?  

It feels odd, like I’m an actor in a costume.  

Next was the skirt.  

I’d never worn a skirt before in my life, so it was awkward.  

Well, there was that time in Chinatown when I was forced to wear a cheongsam...  

But I was too drugged then to really remember much.  

“Unnie, how about the skirt?”  

“Oh... I’ll put it on.”  

I slowly slipped my legs into the skirt.  

Then I fastened it around my waist and zipped it up.  

“...”  

Surprisingly, it was comfortable.  

Unlike tight slacks, my legs felt free.  

Still, something about it felt incredibly empty.  

I slowly stood up and faced the mirror in the wardrobe.  

Se-ah stared blankly at my reflection.  

She murmured with satisfaction.  

“Unnie... why don’t you just join our academy?”  

“What are you talking about? How could someone like me with low-level abilities attend here?”  

I waved my hand dismissively.  

Then, I quietly observed myself in the mirror.  

The shirt clung to my body, revealing every curve.  

And the skirt exposed my smooth thighs.  

There wasn’t a trace of the old me left.  

Even my eyes, now longer and sharper than before, bothered me.  

They used to be round and gentle, like a docile animal’s.  

Now, they seemed elongated, like a fox’s.  

Se-ah cautiously approached me.  

“Tying your hair up would look good too.”  

She gently moved behind me.  

Wrapping her arms around my hips, she guided me backward.  

Soon, we sat on the bed together.  

Se-ah took out a hair tie she had prepared.  

She calmly began sorting through my hair while looking in the mirror.  

I blankly watched her.  

“Unnie, did you know?”  

As she stroked my hair, she asked.  

“You have such a nice scent, Unnie.”  

She couldn’t possibly mean the faint aphrodisiac scent, could she?  

Because of the residual substance in my body, even breathing would release a little of that scent.  

“It’s... an alluring kind of feeling.”  

So she did notice.  

My mouth felt dry.  

Could she have been affected by that scent too?  

“Hey, Unnie.”  

“Hm?”  

Se-ah’s previously timid voice grew calm.  

As if she had something to say, her trembling voice posed a question.  

“You said you’ve never dated before.”  

“That’s right.”  

“Then, there’s no one you like either, right?”  

Her question froze me on the spot.  

I was already uneasy with her forward attitude, but could she really like me?  

Goosebumps ran across my body as I instinctively placed my hand on the bed.  

Suddenly, I felt something under the blanket.  

What is this..?  

Unconsciously, I lifted the blanket.  

And I couldn’t help but widen my eyes.  

Under the blanket were numerous weapons hidden away.  

Daggers...  

Throwing stars...  

What is this?  

There was even a straw doll.  

The doll had nails driven into its head.  

A curse doll?  

Why would Se-ah, a fire ability user, have these things?  

A chill ran down my spine at the eerie sight.  

“Um, Se-ah... what’s all this?”  

“Oh, this?”  

After tying up my hair, Se-ah gently placed her hand on my shoulder.  

Then she smiled faintly as she looked down at me.  

“What else? They’re weapons used by killers.”  

So why do you have them?  

My mind was in turmoil.  

How could someone I thought was just an ordinary student possess such dangerous things?  

“I thought Unnie might be getting threatened by killers. Those guys were clearly forcing you into a relationship.”  

Se-ah gently covered the blanket again.  

Then she leaned closer and spoke to me.   

“So I’ve been researching how I can protect you from those women.”  

Se-ah’s red eyes pierced through me.  

I gave her a bitter smile.  

“Se-ah... I think there’s been a misunderstanding. I’m not being threatened by killers.”  

“What...?”  

I placed my hand on her hair.  

Then, I gently stroked her soft, downy cheek.  

“Actually, I’m indebted to them.”  

“Indebted...? What could you possibly owe to such devils?”  

Se-ah frowned deeply.  

Her expression looked as if she thought I had been brainwashed by them.  

“They saved me every time I was in danger. And they never asked for anything in return.”  

I sat next to Se-ah in my school uniform.  

Then I rested my neatly arranged hair on her shoulder.  

But the girl still seemed dissatisfied.  

Leaning her cheek against my head, she asked.  

“So, do you like them...?”  

Her direct question left me speechless for a moment.  

I racked my brain to find an appropriate answer.  

And what eventually came out was...  

“To be honest, I’m not sure.”  

Even I found my response terribly irresponsible.  

But no other words could better express my current feelings.  

Truthfully, I don’t know.  

I don’t know who I am.  

I don’t know who I like.  

Se-ah remained silent, seemingly disappointed.  

It reminded me of how I used to try to read Ji-soo noona’s mind in the past.  

For her sake, I decided to share a little of my story.  

Hoping that this young girl wouldn’t repeat the same mistakes I did...  

“There was someone I truly liked in the past.”  

At the words “someone I liked,” Se-ah held her breath.  

She quietly listened to what I had to say.  

“That person always gave me courage so I wouldn’t fall.”  

I gently held Se-ah’s hands.  

Then, I calmly looked her in the eyes.  

“And then we faced a crisis together.”  

“We were in a dangerous situation where we might all die in just a few seconds...”  

Se-ah’s face tensed as if she were experiencing that danger herself.  

She swallowed hard and waited for my next words.  

“What would you say in that situation?”  

“To the person I liked?”  

“Yes.”  

Se-ah thought deeply for a moment.  

Then, as if she had made up her mind, she opened her mouth.  

“I’d probably say that I’ve liked you for a long time.”  

It was the answer I expected.  

Se-ah, full of confidence in her reply, continued.  

“And I’d probably ask, did you like me too?”  

“That’s right. That’s what most people would say.”  

I stroked her hair gently.  

And I quietly said.  

“But I realized that asking that kind of question in that situation is selfish.”  

“What...?”  

Se-ah looked at me, puzzled.  

“We had so little time left. What was the point of talking about love now, don’t you think?”  

Se-ah tilted her head, still full of questions.  

To help her understand, I shared the conclusion I had agonized over.  

“What I should have said to noona back then was...”  

I half-closed my eyes.  

And I muttered quietly.  

“Thank you for staying with me until now.”  

“Thanks to you, I was happy.”  

That’s what I should have said.  

That way, she could have been at least a little happy even in her final moments.  

But...  

Until the very end, I burdened her by asking if she loved me.  

My lips twitched faintly.  

It’s been two months since I was reincarnated.  

It was only then that I realized how much I had wronged Ji-soo noona when I died.  

And that realization began to weigh on my heart.  

Do I, someone who has borrowed another’s body, deserve to love and be happy?  

“Since that person, I haven’t opened my heart to anyone.”  

The bartender narrowed her eyes with a decadent smile.  

Her expression was that of someone worn out by countless years.  

“Do I deserve to?”  

But at the same time, there was a feminine beauty to Si-ho’s face.  

Se-ah gazed at her, captivated by that allure.  

“Se-ah.”  

I looked seriously at Se-ah’s tear-filled eyes.  

Then, to avoid any further misunderstandings, I calmly spoke.  

“I can’t like or date anyone.”  

It was a polite rejection.  

I felt sorry for Se-ah, but this was the best I could do.  

There were moments when I was instinctively swayed by someone’s beauty.  

But I never truly wanted to date anyone.  

And probably...  

I never will.  

“I see...”  

Se-ah lowered her head.  

Her long hair hid her face.  

Soon, her shoulders began to tremble slightly.  

I carefully tried to pat her shoulder.  

But before I could touch her, Se-ah quickly lifted her head.  

She smiled brightly at me.  

“I understand. I can take a hint.”  

Embarrassed, Se-ah stood up from the bed.  

But I knew.  

I knew that tears had welled up in her smiling eyes.  

She had stood up to hide those tears.  

“Still... Still. If those killers ever bother you, you have to tell me.”  

“Okay.”  

I chuckled lightly.  

Fortunately, it seemed Se-ah understood my circumstances.  

Her once scary expression returned to that of an ordinary girl her age.  

So now, no more troublesome matters...  

“If those women touch you, I’ll find them, tie their limbs to a cross, and—”  

Or maybe not?  
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    Blue Sky 3  

“---.”  

The sound of the washing machine filled Se-ah's dorm room.  

We decided to tour the academy until the drying was complete.  

Before leaving, Se-ah handed me a pair of white socks as I wore the school uniform.  

I accepted the socks without much thought.  

But... something felt off.  

Why are these socks so long?  

“They’re so pretty, unnie!”  

In the end, I ended up wearing knee socks.  

The bit of thigh peeking out above the socks was rather bothersome.  

It reminded me of garter belts from the past, unsettling me, so I tried to take off the knee socks.  

But Se-ah insisted that academy rules required socks covering the calves to be worn.  

It felt odd, but I decided to listen to the girl for now.  

“Uh, okay?”  

After all, she knew more about this place than I did.  

I guess I should follow the rules...  

But wait a minute.  

Since I’m not a student here, do I need to follow these rules?  

I wanted to bring up this inconsistency, but we had already reached the schoolyard.  

It was far too late to go back and change.  

Carrying my crossbody bag, I slowly walked behind Se-ah.  

She hooked her arm around mine and gave me a tour of the place.  

“This is the elite class, and over there is the supplementary class. Sometimes both classes have joint lessons.”  

“Ah... I see.”  

Since this was the academy I had admired so much, I found it enjoyable to look around.  

The visuals, which felt like a renovated high school, reminded me of my teenage years, making me feel nostalgic.  

“Oh, just a moment.”  

Se-ah’s phone rang.  

She let go of my arm, looking a bit troubled as she answered the call.  

Keeping some distance from me, she spoke cautiously on the phone.  

Her expression turned rather serious.  

After hanging up, Se-ah looked at me with a slightly gloomy face.  

“Unnie... the professor is calling me, so I need to step out for a bit.”  

“Alright. I’ll look around on my own.”  

I smiled softly and nodded.  

Se-ah pointed to her phone as she spoke insistently.  

“I’ll be back soon, so make sure to keep your phone with you, okay?”  

She was like a mom fussing over her daughter.  

Amused by her fussing, I gestured for her to go ahead.  

“Hoo...”  

So I’m finally left alone.  

Walking around all day arm-in-arm had left my shoulders stiff.  

Spending time with young girls like this... it’s draining.  

Now I could finally explore the academy by myself.  

Carrying the bag made me feel like a real student, which was exciting.  

Though I was wearing a skirt...  

Without realizing it, I kept tugging down the hem of my skirt.  

The squeaking sound of my sneakers echoed as I walked.  

I strolled down the school hallway, letting the sound spread.  

“Come to think of it... I don’t see any students.”  

Was it because of class hours?  

I walked leisurely through the supplementary class hallway.  

Outside the corridor, the warm midday sunlight streamed in.  

The sunlight bathed the plants, making them sparkle.  

It felt incredibly peaceful.  

It was as if I had returned to my younger days, evoking a sense of nostalgia.  

With my hands clasped behind my back, I gazed at a flower pot.  

A nameless flower bloomed in the pot.  

Not knowing where it had grown or who it was, the flower shone brightly all on its own.  

“---.”  

After staring at the flower for a while, I turned my head abruptly.  

I heard a voice from the supplementary class hallway.  

Following the voice, I slowly approached the classroom.  

Peeking inside, I took a look at the interior.  

On the classroom blackboard, the words "Alchemy Practice" were written.  

Students were gathered in groups of three around wide laboratory tables, listening to the teacher’s explanation.  

Various potion ingredients were placed on the students' tables.  

Medicinal herbs like mint and other items like water, milk, and even alcohol were there.  

“Alright, today we’ll be making a mid-grade stamina potion. Everyone brought their materials, right?”  

“Yes.”  

The students responded to the teacher in unison.  

They proudly showed off their materials to each other.  

However, not everyone confidently presented their prepared ingredients.  

There was a girl sitting alone in the corner of a lab table.  

With messy black short hair and a gloomy expression, she even had a bandage wrapped around her arm, as if she was injured.  

Had she failed to prepare the materials?  

I stared blankly at the gloomy girl.  

While observing her, I suddenly averted my gaze.  

Someone had spoken to me.  

“Hey, you there, student?”  

Snapping out of it, I turned toward the source of the voice.  

It was the professor who had been passionately explaining the practice test.  

Wearing glasses with her hair neatly tied, she smiled as she glanced out the hallway window.  

“You’re late. A supplementary class student being late for class is unacceptable.”  

Her words made my half-asleep eyes snap open.  

Pointing to myself, I asked.  

“M-Me?”  

“Hurry up and come in. Since we haven’t started the practice yet, I’ll let it slide this time.”  

With just a gesture, the professor opened the classroom door.  

She must be a telekinetic.  

Caught off guard, I entered the classroom.  

Alright, if I’m going in, I should explain that I’m not a student here.  

I slowly approached the professor.  

I sorted out my thoughts and calmly began to speak.  

“Because you were late, Ji-yoon almost had to do the practice alone.”  

Before I could finish speaking, the professor cut me off.  

She glanced back and forth between me and the gloomy student, scolding us.  

“Take your seat already.”  

All the students looked at me.  

Carrying my bag made me really look like a tardy student.  

The male students, in particular, seemed interested in the crossbody bag I was wearing.  

They stared blankly at the strap crossing diagonally across my chest.  

“But I’m not a student here...”  

“Save your excuses for the staff office later.”  

Adjusting her glasses, the professor gave me a stern look.  

She pointed to the clock in the middle of the blackboard.  

“Because of the candidate, you’re wasting everyone else’s time.”  

The practice session had already begun.  

I scratched the back of my head in an awkward situation.  

Looking around, most of the female students were already glaring at me with displeasure.  

Unable to withstand those piercing gazes, I slowly walked toward the lab table.  

There sat Ji-yoon, her head hung low.  

I hesitantly sat down next to her.  

Ji-yoon fidgeted with her fingers and glanced at me.  

I wanted to tell her the truth for her sake.  

If she paired up with someone like me who knew nothing about the lesson, the practice would surely fail.  

Taking a deep breath, I looked at her and opened my mouth.  

But...  

“H-Hi.”  

Ji-yoon greeted me first.  

Her voice stammered as if she had mustered all her courage to speak.  

“Uh... hi.”  

I had no choice but to respond to her greeting for now.  

Ji-yoon clasped her hands together, looking flustered.  

“Thanks for being my partner. I was struggling because no one else would...”  

She mumbled as if she was happy to have finally gotten a partner.  

She looked like a small animal delighted to make a new friend.  

Her appearance made me cover my mouth to stifle a reaction.  

Cute.  

With a response like that, how could I reject her?  

It felt like I’d become the bad guy if I turned her down.  

I couldn’t understand why such an adorable girl was practicing alone.  

She seemed like someone who’d be popular at school...  

“Uh, let’s start the practice. I’ll try my best to do everything.”  

Ji-yoon moved her small hands nervously like a flustered hamster.  

She placed the flask on the table and slowly began gathering the ingredients.  

“Are you sure? It’s tough doing it all by yourself.”  

I looked at her worriedly.  

While most groups were working in threes, she was handling everything alone.  

It was obvious how difficult it would be.  

“It’s fine... I did most of the work alone even when I was with others.”  

She smiled faintly at me.  

Her forehead had bruises here and there.  

Though her hair partially covered them, it wasn’t enough to hide the blue marks when viewed up close.  

Seeing this, my jaw dropped.  

This girl.  

She’s being bullied.  

My lips twitched.  

Could school violence still exist in such a grim era?  

Anger welled up inside me.  

Who on earth...  

I turned my head to look at the students engrossed in their practice.  

The elite class and the supplementary class were split into groups.  

Among them, I noticed three girls who seemed to be from the elite class.  

Their table had far more materials compared to others.  

They didn’t seem interested in the practice at all, playing with their flasks.  

One of them was even resting her chin on her hand, staring at her phone.  

“Don’t look over there... They’re from the elite class.”  

Ji-yoon murmured as if worried about me.  

It seemed this academy had a hierarchy based on class.  

I decided to turn away and focus on the practice for now.  

Since things had come to this, I’d help Ji-yoon finish the class safely.  

Making potions and mixing cocktails should be similar enough.  

“How’s the practice going?”  

I asked, looking at the glasses and flasks on her table.  

Ji-yoon slowly shook her head.  

“No... It’s tough because there aren’t enough materials.”  

Now that I thought about it, our table had noticeably fewer materials.  

Unlike other tables, ours lacked alcohol and drinks.  

“Why does our table have so few materials?”  

When I asked, Ji-yoon responded with a bitter expression.  

“The elite class students took them. I always buy materials for them.”  

“Why do you?”  

It made no sense.  

Why would a student from another class buy materials for them?  

“Well... I’m in the supplementary class. My abilities are trivial...”  

She smiled bitterly, as if she was used to this kind of discrimination.  

Her smile made my face stiffen.  

I understood the meaning behind that smile.  

It was the face of someone accustomed to pain.  

How could I not recognize that feeling?  

As a former F-rank healer, I lived with that same smile my whole life.  

People with mediocre abilities like me always tried to avoid contempt.  

We’d be the first to get up for raids, cook, and clean the weapons.  

While it made sense for those with weaker abilities to contribute in other ways during raids...  

These are still kids.  

Should they have to learn such things even in school?  

They should be studying under equal conditions.  

That’s what school is supposed to be about.  

My lips twitched.  

The sympathy I felt for her began to turn into anger.  

And that anger soon turned into action.  

“Can you tell me the effects of a mid-grade potion?”  

I asked in a husky voice.  

Ji-yoon, startled by my sudden change in tone, stammered.  

“Uh...?”  

“I’ll help you with that potion.”  

I promised her with a serious look.  

Ji-yoon stared at me blankly, as if pierced by my determined gaze.  

Then, snapping out of it, she recited the potion’s effects.  

  

Grade: ★★  

Effect: Restores 20% stamina over 10 seconds.  

Info: A blue potion typically made by combining powder provided by the academy with a fatigue recovery solution. There’s no fixed recipe, so students can create it freely.  

Powder... fatigue recovery solution... Those are recipes I’ve never heard of.  

But since the other students had taken them, we didn’t have those materials anyway.  

In that case, let’s make something with the same effect using different ingredients.  

As long as it restores stamina, it’ll do.  

“As long as it restores stamina, right?”  

“Right...?”  

Ji-yoon looked at me, dumbfounded.  

It was as if she was wondering how I’d overcome this with no materials.  

“Don’t worry.”  

I took off the crossbody bag slung over my shoulder.  

Confidently, I placed it on the table.  

The clinking sound of glass bottles came from inside.  

They were the cocktail ingredients I’d prepared for tomorrow’s academy lecture.  

“I’ll make sure you ace this practice.”  

  
    Chapter 57 Blue Sky 4

    Blue Sky 4

“This, what is all this...?”

Ji-yoon stared blankly at the glass bottles spilling out of the bag.

I smiled softly at the sight.

“What else? These are our potion ingredients.”

The mole under my eye danced lightly.

Making cocktails is always enjoyable.

“Actually, I’m a wizard.”

Starting with the blue Blue Curacao.

To the chocolate-colored Baileys.

The unfamiliar ingredients drew the attention of the other students toward me.

Especially the elite-class girls, whose expressions were priceless.

They looked flustered, surprised by the unexpected twist in Ji-yoon’s doomed practice.

Seeing the bag full of liquor bottles, they began to view me as a witch.

Being startled by something like this-.

It’s going to be on a whole different level than those bland, mass-produced potions.

What kind of cocktail should I make?

Red Eye is perfect for boosting stamina...

But there aren’t any tomatoes right now.

Maybe someone else has some.

I slowly looked around at the other lab stations.

Then I suddenly made eye contact with one of the elite class girls.

She had been looking at her phone with a disinterested expression.

Her sharp eyes pierced into me.

「You.」

What, what is this...

Suddenly, her voice echoed in my head.

「Who are you to help that girl?」

I soon realized that the voice belonged to the girl I had locked eyes with.

Every time her lips moved, her voice played in my head.

「Do you even know what ability she has?」

How could I know?

She’s been diligently attending classes without using a single ability so far.

I slowly shook my head at her.

The elite girl then made a horn shape with her fingers on her head.

「She’s a monster transformation type.」

A monster transformation?

My eyebrows twitched.

It’s an ability I’d never heard of before.

「She can transform into a wolf monster as she pleases.」

I cautiously turned my head.

Ji-yoon was looking at me with an anxious expression.

She must have noticed that I was communicating telepathically with the elite girl.

「Every time she transforms, she smells, and sometimes she even sheds fur—it’s a complete nuisance.」

「And recently, she transformed unexpectedly, injuring a startled student-.」

I looked down at Ji-yoon.

She muttered with her head lowered deeply.

“So-hee told you, didn’t she? About my ability...”

“Yeah. She wouldn’t stop babbling telepathically.”

I shrugged it off as if it were no big deal.

“Yes. I can transform like a werewolf.”

Ji-yoon slowly lifted her head.

This time, her pupils had turned yellow, unlike before.

“Sometimes just my ears and tail come out, but when I get excited, I fully transform...”

Her pupils were as cloudy as the monsters I’d seen during past raids.

But I wasn’t particularly surprised by her appearance.

I just stared blankly at her beautiful colors.

“Aren’t you scared...?”

Ji-yoon asked, as if my calm reaction was unfamiliar to her.

I responded with a grin.

“Not at all. It’s a pretty yellow, isn’t it?”

I squinted my eyes and smiled drowsily.

Hearing such a compliment for the first time, the wolf girl’s face turned hot.

How could I be scared?

I’ve already seen eyes far stranger than those of a wolf.

From Executor’s red snake eyes.

To Anna’s corpse-like white eyes.

Compared to those two, Ji-yoon’s eyes are child’s play.

More like a cute puppy, I’d say.

“Even though I might hurt you if I get excited?”

The cute wolf girl muttered, clenching her fists tightly.

I slowly approached her and whispered.

Squinting my eyes.

“So, are you excited now?”

Ji-yoon froze for a moment, like a broken machine.

Then, as if startled, she began hiccupping and covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

“N-no...”

Ji-yoon seemed flustered by her reddened face and covered it with both hands.

I chuckled at the sight and gently patted her head.

“You’re trying your best to control it, aren’t you?”

As I asked, I felt a slight oddity on my palm.

Wolf ears had slightly popped out from the top of Ji-yoon’s head as she hiccupped.

“Uh-huh... Lately, I’ve been taking medicine and training every day.”

Despite her words, her wolf ears were gradually sprouting.

I forced a smile and slowly pulled my hand away from her head.


It seems the medicine’s effect has already worn off.

“Well, that’s fine. Anyway, being able to transform into a wolf is a really cool ability.”

“But, if you hang out with me, you might get ostracized too...”

How thoughtful of her to worry about me first.

It’s hard to believe a girl like this could have hurt another student.

“It’s okay. What could they possibly do?”

After all, I’m not even a student here.

I stretched my stiff shoulders, which ached from the telepathic strain.

Then I began to slowly arrange the cocktail ingredients I had prepared.

Seeing this, the elite girl started grumbling again, puffing her cheeks in frustration.

「Hey. Are you ignoring me? I told you not to help her! How dare a supplementary class girl...!」

I glanced at the girl from a distance.

She glared at me with a distorted face, as if swearing with her expression.

I ignored her grumbling.

I just lightly rubbed my ears.

「You just wait. You’re dead meat after this!」

Whatever.

I’m leaving this school as soon as this practice is over.

I turned my head nonchalantly.

Then, I looked at the anxious Ji-yoon.

She clutched her head as if in pain.

“I’m sorry, because of me...”

Ji-yoon is clearly the victim.

But for some reason, she was apologizing to me.

“Why are you apologizing?”

“Because of a troublemaker like me, you’ve been dragged into this.”

Ji-yoon sighed, exhausted from countless self-recriminations.

I looked at her.

Then I raised her head so that she faced me.

The wolf girl’s beautiful pupils soon met mine.

“Ji-yoon.”

“Huh...?”

“Don’t shrink back. People can’t all be the same.”

I cleared the flask from the lab table.

Then I took out the shot glasses I had prepared.

“We’re all born different. Wearing the same uniform doesn’t mean our abilities will be the same.”

I spoke to her calmly.

“...”

But despite my words, Ji-yoon’s expression still looked gloomy.

It seems that the disdain and ostracism she’s endured can’t be overcome with just a few words.

I held her hand tightly.

Then, I spoke softly.

“I’ll make you a cocktail.”

“A cocktail...?”

Ji-yoon muttered blankly, repeating my words.

“Yes. A cocktail just for you.”

I gently let go of her hand.

Then, I carefully selected four cocktail ingredients.

Because I had decided what kind of cocktail to make for her.

Into the small shot glass...

Fragrant and clear Peach Tree, 1/2 ounce (15ml).

On top of that, vodka 1/3 ounce. (10ml)

Beautiful blue liqueur, Blue Curacao 1/3 ounce. (10ml)

These three are poured one after the other, slowly.

Soon, the transparent liquor formed a blue layer at the top.

“Wow... That’s amazing.”

Ji-yoon marveled at the distinct layers of color in the drink.

“Isn’t it? Because of the difference in density, they don’t mix and float instead.”

The wolf girl stared blankly at the beautiful blue hue.

Certainly, just from its appearance, it’s pretty enough to be called ‘Blue Sky.’

But...

“From here, would you like to try it yourself?”

I handed her the dropper from the lab table.

The girl, holding the dropper, stammered in surprise.

“M-me? How am I supposed to do it?”

Finding her reaction adorable, I pointed to the milk on the lab table.

“You’ll sprinkle milk over this beautiful sky?”

Ji-yoon asked, as if she couldn’t understand.

Her expression showed disbelief at the idea of adding milk to alcohol.

“Wouldn’t it ruin it if I added milk here...? It seems like it would splatter a lot...”

She cautiously asked me.

For her sake, I gently held the hand she used to grasp the dropper.

“It might.”

Our hands, now joined, moved slowly toward the blue sky.

The milk-filled dropper reached above the Blue Sky.

“This harmonious image may not look good with something mixed in."

I pressed the dropper slowly.

Drops of milk gently fell onto the surface.

“But sometimes...”

The murky milk slowly seeped under the surface.

Ji-yoon watched the scene nervously.

“Thanks to a unique individual like that, everyone can shine.”

The blue sky didn’t become clouded or sink helplessly into the milk.

Eventually...

The droplets of milk floated gently on the surface.

Then slowly spread out, forming magnificent clouds.

“Like this Blue Sky...”

Finally, it was complete.

A blue sky adorned with clouds.



Grade: ★★★★★ (Legendary)

Effect: Instantly restores 70% of health.

Details: The bottom layer of the glass features clear alcohol, while the top layer blooms with a blue sky and clouds. This cocktail, created by a Korean bartender, won a major competition in London.

It was all completed with a few drops of milk rather than expensive liquor.

“This isn’t the end.”

I pinched a bit of sugar.

Then slowly rubbed it between my fingers, sprinkling it over the Blue Sky.

Soon, snow began to fall in the sky.

Beautiful sugar powder slowly settled at the bottom of the glass.

“Ah...”

The young wolf girl’s eyes sparkled.

Like a puppy delighted to see the first snow.

Seeing her face full of innocent joy, I smiled softly.

“I’ll cheer for you, Ji-yoon. You’ll become a hunter more amazing than anyone.”

“...”

Ji-yoon’s lips parted slightly at my words.

Unlike when I first saw her, her downturned lips slowly lifted.

“And with that ‘ability’ your friends dislike, you’ll save countless lives.”

I slowly pushed the completed Blue Sky toward her.

“Trust me.”

“I’m a wizard, remember?”

Soon, the beautiful blue sky was placed on the lab table.

Numerous potions were lined up, but the one that stood out most was undoubtedly our Blue Sky.

Compared to the large 1L potions, ours was just a small 50ml shot glass.

“Shall we begin the evaluation?”

The professor prepared a pen and paper.

Then she began tasting the potions and grading them slowly.

Ji-yoon clasped her hands tightly in nervousness.

I stood close by to support her.

“Hmm, you followed the recipe well.”

The professor sipped a standard mid-tier potion.

Just a small amount at a time.

Soon, she reached the one before ours.

It was the potion from the elite class girls.

“Oh.”

She tasted the noticeably thick, white potion.

And nodded in satisfaction.

“You’ve used a lot of ingredients. The effect is excellent, and the taste isn’t bad either.”

The elite class girls crossed their arms smugly, letting out a faint laugh.

As expected of prodigies, they seemed confident they’d take first place in this practice session as well.

Even though they hadn’t prepared a single ingredient themselves.

I glanced at them with narrowed eyes.

Then, I met the gaze of a nearby male student.

Seeing my tear mole, the boy quickly averted his eyes.

What’s his problem...?

“But...”

The professor set down the elite girls’ glass.

And spoke while jotting down grades on her paper.

“The cost-efficiency is terrible. Using excessive ingredients might yield good results, but it’s too expensive to be practical.”

At the professor’s harsh critique, the telepath’s face twisted.

Seeking perfection, she bit her lips hard.

“Now, shall we try this ‘pretty potion’ that immediately catches the eye?”

Our unusually small cocktail drew everyone’s attention.

The professor gently picked up the glass, admiring it as if it were a piece of art.

“Ji-yoon and... what was the name of the student who was late earlier?”

“Si-ho.”

I raised my hand with a smile.

This prompted whispers among the other students about my name.

“This is the first time I’ve seen a potion in such a small volume. What ingredients did you use?”

“Peach Tree, vodka, Blue Curacao, and milk.”

I listed ingredients incomprehensible to regular students.

As expected, the professor seemed puzzled by the unfamiliar names.

“Except for the milk, all the ingredients are alcohol?”

“Yes, but in this potion, ‘milk’ is the main character.”

The previously unnamed girl placed her hand on the wolf girl’s shoulder.

With newfound confidence, Ji-yoon also spoke boldly.

“That’s right. Milk is the main character!”

Seeing Ji-yoon’s brightened demeanor, the professor tilted her head briefly.

Then she brought the glass to her lips slowly.

The elite class girls watched intently.

Ji-yoon and I watched, as did all the students in the lab, waiting anxiously.
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    Blue Sky 5  

The professor sipped her drink.  

The blue sky disappeared into her mouth like a fleeting illusion.  

“Ah.”  

At that moment.  

The professor’s hair swayed delicately.  

Soon, her pupils gradually turned blue.  

All the students stared blankly at the professor’s mysterious appearance.  

That look was as refreshing as a protagonist in a youth movie.  

She rubbed her eyes as if she couldn’t believe the taste of the drink.  

Then her pupils returned to black.  

Thanks to that, the professor regained her composure and shared her evaluation.  

“Sweet like cotton candy... and smooth.”  

She picked up her pen and the evaluation sheet.  

Then she began taking notes to recall the sensation she had felt moments ago.  

“For a potion, it has a bit of alcohol content too.”  

The wolf girl stared intently at the professor’s scribbling pen.  

I gently patted her shoulder to ease her tension.  

“Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”  

After all, it’s a five-star cocktail.  

Even for me, it’s the first time I’ve successfully made this cocktail, so it won’t receive poor marks.  

As expected, cocktails aren’t about ingredients or location.  

The most important thing is the intention to please the recipient.  

Even if there’s a luxurious Kir in front of you, if the guest has fond memories of a cheap beer, that will be the more precious drink.  

And for the wolf girl, who hadn’t adapted to the group...  

The Blue Sky was the best drink.  

“Well then, I’ll announce the results.”  

The professor’s speech slurred slightly, as if her tongue had loosened.  

Sure enough, Blue Sky is a drink with alcohol content...  

“The first place in this practical session is...”  

The classroom instantly fell silent.  

All the students held their breath, waiting for the results.  

This quarter, it was the subject with the highest grade weight.  

“The intermediate class student, Lee Mi-rim’s team.”  

The professor pointed at a plain white potion and announced.  

Then all the students wore bewildered expressions.  

Because it was a potion that hadn’t garnered any attention until now.  

“Lee Mi-rim’s recipe preserved both flavor and nutrition by mixing angelica root and licorice. The quantity is also a reasonable 500ml, giving it the feel of a drink.”  

The professor smiled as she read out the results.  

The elite girls crossed their arms, displeased with the announcement.  

But among them, only So-hee, who had exchanged telepathic messages with me, remained calm.  

Because this practical session awarded an A grade to the top two.  

“And second place is...”  

The elite girl took a deep breath.  

Her short blue hair swayed.  

Ji-yoon did the same.  

Unconsciously, she clung to my arm.  

A faint tremble could be felt from her grip.  

I rested my head on Ji-yoon’s shoulder.  

“The supplementary class student, Seo Ji-yoon’s team.”  

The professor smiled and pointed at us.  

Soon, the sound of applause began to fill the room.  

Hearing cheers for the first time in her life, Ji-yoon’s large eyes glistened.  

She seemed on the verge of tears, unable to believe she had received an A.  

I whispered to her.  

“Congratulations, Ji-yoon. You did this with your own hands.”  

The girl slowly looked at me.  

And with a trembling voice, she spoke.  

“Thank you, Si-ho. This is my first time getting an A in my life...”  

Ji-yoon pulled me into a tight hug.  

Her arms wrapped tightly around my waist with surprising strength.  

“W-Wait...”  

The wolf girl’s grip left me gasping for breath.  

I groaned in pain, feeling like my spine might snap.  

Only then did she apologize and let me go.  

Even after a brief hug, a faint puppy scent lingered around her.  

“The taste is excellent, and the effect is almost elixir-level amazing...”  

The professor explained, her face flushed red.  

Her tongue was completely loose at this point...  

“But... if there’s a drawback, it’s that it causes intoxication?”  

She raised a finger, giggling.  

The teacher seemed weak to alcohol.  

“Getting drunk during a raid would certainly be problematic, right? Because of that, it narrowly missed first place.”  

Despite the professor’s explanation of the drawbacks, Ji-yoon still looked delighted.  

I tidied her disheveled hair.  

As long as the person is happy, that’s all that matters.  

Besides, it’s her first A.  

After explaining Ji-yoon’s shortcomings, the professor slowly turned her gaze to me.  

“And Si-ho.”  

“Yes?”  

I answered while stroking the wolf girl’s hair.  

Then the professor, as if her intoxication had worn off, spoke with a serious expression.  

“I have something to confirm, so could you come to the faculty office with me?”  

It’s finally happening.  

A chill ran down my spine.  

She had noticed my name wasn’t on the grade sheet.  

She was likely going to the faculty office to verify my identity...  

“Ah, yes...”  

With a pale face, I followed her out of the practical classroom.  

Ji-yoon watched us leave with a worried expression.  

The professor and I walked down the academy’s corridor.  

She walked slightly ahead of me, with her hands clasped behind her back.  

“You’re a transfer student, right, Si-ho?”  

The professor asked as if talking to herself.  

“Yes, that’s correct...”  

She stared at the flowers in a pot.  

It was the same nameless flower I had seen before class.  

“You seem to have become quite close with Ji-yoon already.”  

“Yes, I’d say we’re pretty much best friends now.”  

I replied with a small smile.  

Hearing the term “best friends,” the professor turned her head slightly and looked at me with a faintly wistful expression.  

“Thank you...”  

She expressed her gratitude to me in a gentle tone.  

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her so cheerful.”  

The professor had noticed too.  

She knew Ji-yoon had been struggling with academy life.  

“Ji-yoon always hesitated to use her abilities because she felt intimidated.”  

The professor resumed walking calmly.  

I kept my pace, maintaining some distance.  

“She was always worried... She even walked around alone all the time...”  

Feeling she had said too much, the professor quickened her pace.  

I asked her cautiously.  

“Then, did you include me in the practical session because...”  

I finally understood her intention.  

In response to my question, she continued walking leisurely and replied.  

“Yes, because Ji-yoon needed a friend.”  

At her words, my eyes wavered slightly.  

Perhaps Ji-yoon wasn’t truly alone at the academy.  

Realizing the depth of the professor’s thoughtfulness, I smiled faintly.  

I spoke softly to her.  

“Thanks to you, I feel relieved too.”  

“...”  

The professor stopped walking abruptly.  

“Because someone like you, who cares for her students, is by Ji-yoon’s side.”  

Caught off guard by the unexpected compliment, the professor was momentarily speechless.  

She cleared her throat, trying to shift the subject.  

To maintain her composure as a teacher.  

“By the way, I’ve never tasted a drink like that before.”  

I chuckled lightly at her compliment.  

And to hide my smile, I lowered my head slightly.  

“How does just 50ml restore 70% of stamina? And instantly, at that?”  

“Ahaha... It’s nothing special.”  

I scratched my head in response to her counter-compliment.  

After all, there was no way to explain the cocktail buff I’d created with Angelic Hand.  

"It's nothing ordinary. This is an extraordinary talent."

The professor solemnly rebutted as if she had made a great discovery.

She clenched her fists tightly and looked back at me.

"The reason we're going to the faculty office now is because of your cocktail. I need to report it to the academic society and establish a new paradigm for potions..."

Her voice grew increasingly excited as she began rambling.

I took a step back, feeling burdened by her words.

If this continues, things will spiral out of control.

Unaware of my discomfort, she briskly walked alone toward the faculty office.

"Anyway, let's hurry to the faculty office. I’ll make sure Si-ho joins the graduating class...!"

Despite the professor's tempting proposal, no answer came from the student.

Feeling something was amiss, the professor slowly turned her head.

"Si-ho?"

The student had long since vanished without a trace.

As if by magic.  

***

"Ha..."

I finally managed to hide behind the building.

If I had followed the professor, I would have been caught as an outsider without a doubt.

Luckily, her delayed reaction due to the intoxication saved me; otherwise, I might have been expelled from the school.

Sweat drenched the crossbody bag on my shoulder.

I managed to take it off and exhaled deeply.

Still, I learned something good from this ordeal.

There was someone who genuinely cared about Ji-yoon.

With such a wonderful professor, the girl would surely manage to hold her own.

I hope she advances from the supplementary class to the elite class, just like Se-ah did.

"Ah."

The mention of advancement naturally reminded me of Se-ah.

I hurriedly pulled out my phone.

"Right, she must be worried by now..."

Unlocking it, I found dozens of missed calls.

An overwhelming number of messages, too...

I slowly pressed the call button.

But...

"---."

The call abruptly disconnected.

Soon after, the phone automatically powered off.

Even though the battery was sufficiently charged.

My eyebrows twitched.

It felt as though someone deliberately blocked communication.

"Hey."

This voice...

A chill ran down my body as if the temperature had dropped.

I instinctively scanned my surroundings due to the strange sensation.

"Alone now, huh?"

It was So-hee, the telepath.

She emerged from the darkness, walking slowly alongside two other girls.

"I told you, didn’t I? I wouldn’t let you off easily."

The girl crossed her arms and glanced me over.

She shot me a sharp look and asked.

"Who are you, and where did you come from? I’ve never seen your face before."

One of the girls next to her pointed at my shirt as if to provoke her further.

"Look, she deliberately wore a small shirt. Does she think it makes her chest look bigger?"

In response, the other girl clicked her tongue.

She looked at me with eyes that treated me like a piece of trash.

"She’s probably just a loser from the supplementary class, trying to hook up with one of the popular boys."

"Did you see how she held her crossbody bag against her chest earlier? She’s desperate to marry up. Seriously—"

From my perspective, the biggest cause of So-hee’s anger seemed to be those parrots hanging by her sides.

Their nonsensical assumptions had already reduced me to a rag in their minds.

"Now that her looks are set, is she trying to help out an outcast for a ‘good girl’ image?"

So-hee slowly approached me and whispered.

Then she stared at my chest and lightly slapped it with her palm.

Perhaps because the drug’s effects hadn’t fully worn off yet.

That light touch made me let out a small gasp.

"If you’re a rag, act like one and flaunt it."

She pulled out a jackknife from her jacket.

True to her status as an academy delinquent, she didn’t bother with simple utility knives.

I stepped back cautiously.

What kind of girls carry daggers around...

Clutching my crossbody bag tightly, I turned around with all my strength to run away.

But.

One of the girls provoking So-hee snapped her fingers.

The broken desks piled behind the school began to move.

Soon, the desks floated into the air and blocked the path I had come from.

"Where do you think you’re going?"

I was gradually being cornered.

They seemed thrilled, their lips curling upward, as if they’d found a new toy.

"The wolf bitch and the rag meet. Perfect. What a pair."

So-hee muttered in a lewd tone.

Why does it always have to be like this?

Why do the strong always feel the need to torment others?

"J-Just try getting closer..."

I focused all my strength on one hand.

The approaching girl would be subdued with Angelic Hand right away.

"---."

The telekinetic girl noticed the light emanating from my hand with ease.

A faint green glow flickered in her eyes.

"Ugh..."

Then my body gradually began to stiffen.

No matter how much I struggled, it was as if I were buried in snow, unable to move.

How miserable.

From the beginning, I had no chance of winning, not even of resisting.

Could Ji-yoon have endured this kind of torment alone until now?

So-hee’s hand touched my shirt.

She poked at the tight fabric of my shirt.

Soon, she slipped her fingers between the buttons of my shirt.

One by one, the buttons began to come undone.

"Girls, turn on your phones. Let’s post this on Insta. Call her our school’s ‘bitch.’"

The parrots raised their phones in unison.

"Smile—"

Their camera screens gradually began to capture me.

As the white shirt slipped down, my black bra came into view.

So-hee stared blankly at my cleavage.

At the small mole that moved with every breath I took.

Her eyebrows twitched.

She raised her nose slightly and began parting her lips.

"So-hee, what’s wrong?"

Even at her friends’ questions, So-hee didn’t answer.

She just panted softly, following my faintly pink breaths.

Her nose bridge turned red.

The girl began leaning closer to me.

"You... you smell nice..."

What’s gotten into her all of a sudden?

The girl brushed aside my tied-up hair.

Then she began sniffing my scent.

Meanwhile, my shirt continued to slip off my shoulders.

The other girls stared blankly at the scene, as if unable to comprehend it.

This felt less like introducing the school’s “bitch” and more like watching an adult video set in a school.

Soon, even the faces of the girls who had insulted me began to flush red.  
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    Blue Sky 6  

"So-hee, get a hold of yourself... Ugh..."  

The telekinetic girl clutched her throbbing forehead.  

Thanks to that, the telekinetic force constraining me gradually began to weaken.  

Could the aphrodisiac that bound me actually work to my advantage?  

Even the tips of my fingers started to move slightly.  

I focused my strength in that direction.  

Eventually, a faint glow began to shimmer from my fingertips.  

That light gradually alleviated the paralysis symptoms.  

Soon, from my arms to my entire body, I was able to move freely.  

"How is this..."  

The telekinetic girl muttered, panting heavily.  

"Indeed. I never thought that nightmare would help me out."  

I smiled faintly at the three startled girls.  

Then, I stroked the head of the girl clinging to me.  

"So-hee, get away from her... Something's wrong!"  

The telekinetic girl shouted to her friend.  

But the girl, as if possessed by a demon, merely clung to me weakly.  

"...”  

She rubbed her cheek against my chest, drooling slightly from her mouth.  

She looked at her friends with a languid smile, as though intoxicated with happiness.  

The sight made the other girls swallow hard, their faces reddening.  

Perhaps the scent had intensified because my dress shirt had clung tightly to my body for so long.  

Moreover, So-hee was a teenage girl.  

There was no way she could withstand such an artificial and provocative scent.  

She even began sticking out her tongue as if she wanted to lick the sweat forming on my chest.  

I gently pushed the girl's face away.  

"Good girl..."  

Since that incident, my body has become extremely sensitive to anything like a tongue touching me.  

To prevent such a situation, I had no choice but to quell the girl's desires.  

I slowly took away So-hee's dagger.  

Then, I pointed it at her companions.  

"You see that? It’s better to step back now."  

"Damn it... Are you a pheromone user?"  

The telekinetic girl looked tense, as if she were facing a monster.  

Even in this hazy situation, she tried her best to maintain her composure.  

As expected of an elite class student.  

"Hold on... Just a little longer...!"  

The girl gestured in the air.  

Then, So-hee's body, now limp and defenseless, was pulled away from me.  

Only after collapsing to the floor did her lifeless eyes begin to regain clarity.  

"Wh-what happened to me...?"  

So-hee stammered as she asked.  

"She’s a pheromone user."  

Another girl raised her knuckles and answered.  

"You know, like that idol, JEI, who hypnotizes people with scent..."  

"What kind of bitch power is that?!"  

So-hee looked at me with a flustered expression.  

I ignored the girls’ reactions, pulling up my dress shirt.  

"You all stay back. I'll attack from a distance."  

The telekinetic girl moved her friends back.  

Then, she began focusing all her energy into her hands.  

This is absurd.  

The girl bullying her classmate is considered a friend, while Ji-yoon and I, who did nothing wrong, are treated as enemies.  

"---!"  

The chairs piled behind the school began to stir.  

One by one, they floated into the air.  

The floating chairs, like meteors, came crashing down toward me.  

I threw myself aside to avoid the first bombardment.  

But that was just once.  

Soon, a torrent of chairs so overwhelming I couldn’t possibly dodge them all came rushing toward me.  

This is impossible to avoid...  

I crossed my arms over my face.  

Then, curling into a ball, I braced myself for the impending pain.  

But.  

The chairs didn’t strike me.  

Before they could even touch me, something crashed into them, shattering them into pieces.  

I opened my eyes groggily.  

And I saw a massive shadow standing in front of me.  

It was twice the height of a person and as large as an elephant...  

A giant wolf.  

Its overwhelming size left my mouth hanging open.  

It was several times larger than the werewolf I had seen months ago as a wandering merchant.  

The wolf slowly turned its head.  

Then, with beautiful yellow eyes, it looked down to see if I was okay.  

It was Ji-yoon.  

Now, I finally understood why she wasn’t called just a 'wolf' but a 'wolf monster.'  

"That’s amazing...!"  

I shouted like a child at the kind of incredible sight one would only see in a comic book.  

At my exclamation, the wolf growled softly and turned its head again.  

It seemed embarrassed.  

"What’s this, Ji-yoon?"  

So-hee, who had barely regained her senses, asked.  

At the sound of her voice, the wolf instinctively shrank back.  

Even though she was several times bigger than So-hee.  

"Seriously... So, you came to save your friend?"  

So-hee slowly got up.  

Then, she pulled up the strap of her bra that had slipped down carelessly.  

"Ji-yeon, let’s give Ji-yoon some education for the first time in a while."  

"Got it."  

The telekinetic girl focused her energy in response to her leader's words.  

Soon, veins began to bulge slightly on her temples.  

"A mad dog needs a beating, right?"  

The wolf understood the meaning of those words.  

The monster quickly came to my side.  

Then, lying down, it wrapped itself around me protectively.  

I was buried in her warm fur.  

Soon, countless desks and chairs rained down on us from above.  

The wolf absorbed all the cold steel with its body.  

Each impact was accompanied by a short groan from the wolf.  

Even though it was a monster, she could still feel all the pain vividly.  

"Ji-yoon...!"  

Surely, she could move directly and subdue the girls.  

But why didn’t she?  

Ji-yoon acted timidly, as if afraid of her own strength.  

It seemed more like she was worried someone might get hurt if she lashed out.  

"---."  

The wolf let out a groaning sound and trembled.  

The pitiful sight made my heart ache.  

"It’s okay."  

I placed my hand on her body.  

Then, I gradually focused all my strength into my fingertips.  

"Angelic Hand."  

The light emanating from my hand spread across the wolf’s entire body.  

Soon, the wounds covering Ji-yoon’s back began to heal.  

I whispered to the monster.  

"Ji-yoon... You don’t have to just take the hits."  

But even at my words, the wolf continued to groan in pain.  

I understood her feelings.  

Her claws were sharper and larger than any weapon.  

And her teeth were even keener than those of a 7th-grade monster, a werewolf.  

She might accidentally hurt all the girls with a single kick.  

But.  

There's no need for us to just take the hits because of that.  

We’re the victims here.  

"Ji-yoon, don’t be afraid to use your powers."  

I spoke in a determined voice into Ji-yoon’s massive wolf ear.  

"If they get hurt, I’ll heal them. So stand up proudly and fight!"  

The wolf lifted her head and looked at me.  

I nodded at her calmly.  

"---!"  

Just as Ji-yoon raised her head, a chair flew under her jaw and struck me on the head.  

I collapsed into Ji-yoon’s fur.  

The sudden pain made my brow furrow.  

I rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand.  

Black blood smeared across it.  

The wolf stared at me silently.  

As the black blood trickled from my forehead, the monster’s pupils started to tremble.  

The wolf rose, as if she had made up her mind.  

A massive shadow darkened the back alley of the school.  

At the unexpected act, So-hee’s eyebrow twitched.  

"What, are you trying to fight us?"  

The three girls scoffed as if it were absurd.  

They calmly took up anti-monster positions, just as they were taught at school.  

The telekinetic girl moved to the rear for ranged attacks.  

The girl with knuckles stepped forward, enhancing her physical strength.  

And So-hee hid in the bushes to focus her mind.  

The wolf growled, saliva dripping as if in excitement.  

Then, like a monster who had lost all reason, she swung her massive forepaw at the girl with the knuckles.  

I watched, swallowing hard.  

If that huge paw crushed the girl, she might really die.  

I hope nothing serious happens because of me...  

But...  

There was a reason why the elite girls underestimated Ji-yoon.  

The moment the wolf’s forepaw touched the girl, it slipped and struck the ground as if it had a will of its own.  

"What the...?"  

I frowned at the strange sight.  

And I soon realized that someone was interfering with the wolf’s movements.  

It was So-hee, hidden in the bushes.  

She had her palms together, focusing her mind.  

Every time Ji-yoon tried to attack, her actions were twisted by telekinesis.  

"This is cheating...!"  

My mouth dropped open at the sight.  

To them, the wolf monster was nothing more than a toy.  

I had let my guard down because of the aphrodisiac scent.  

So-hee wasn’t the leader for no reason...  

Every time Ji-yoon attempted to attack, her body twisted unnaturally.  

Meanwhile, the girl with the knuckles rushed in and mercilessly struck Ji-yoon’s legs.  

Ji-yoon groaned in pain.  

It was because of me.  

I had foolishly encouraged her to take on an unnecessary responsibility.  

I gasped for breath.  

I wanted to take everything back right now.  

"..."  

Clutching my head, I stood up.  

Then, I ran and positioned myself between the three girls and the wolf.  

"Stop it..."  

I said, panting heavily.  

At my sudden intervention, the four girls paused their fight momentarily.  

"I’ll do whatever you want, so please stop..."  

I raised my hands.  

The girl with the dagger and the telekinetic girl soon withdrew their powers.  

"Now do you understand your place?"  

She unclasped her hands and leisurely walked out of the bushes.  

Folding her arms, she spoke to me.  

"Shall we continue where we left off?"  

"Are you okay? Earlier, when you clung to me, your expression was completely..."  

I asked the girl with concern.  

So-hee, her face flushed, shook her head.  

"N-no... That was because you did something weird!"  

I slowly approached her.  

So-hee, alarmed, yelled at me.  

"Get on your knees and take it off! Keep your distance!"  

At her command, I let out a deep sigh.  

Then, I slowly raised my hand to my dress shirt.  

I don’t know why these kids are so obsessed with undressing me.  

We’re all girls here.  

The wolf looked down at me with a worried expression.  

She seemed regretful that there was nothing she could do to help.  

It’s okay, Ji-yoon...  

Thank you for protecting me.  

One by one, the buttons began to come undone.  

Soon, the camera screen reflected me taking off my own clothes.  

"Taking it off yourself makes it look even more bitchy. Nice..."  

So-hee swallowed hard.  

She admired my curves like a movie director.  

I was about to undo the buttons down to my chest.  

So-hee, who was getting flustered by the sight, tugged at her own shirt to cool herself.  

But I suddenly froze and stopped undoing the buttons.  

So-hee frowned and asked irritably.  

"What’s wrong... Why’d you stop all of a sudden?"  

At her outburst, her friends looked at her strangely.  

It didn’t seem like she was teasing me as a transfer student anymore but enjoying the sight of herself as their leader.  

But soon, they also froze like I did.  

Because someone was standing behind So-hee, who was holding the camera.  

So-hee froze in terror at the overwhelming presence.  

She slowly turned her stiff neck to face the red-haired girl behind her.  

It was Lim Se-ah.  

A relentless fighter who had risen from the supplementary class to become the ace of the elite class through sheer effort and madness.  

A terrifying flame-wielding ability user, rumored to drink Molotov cocktails and breathe fire.  

That was Se-ah’s image at the academy.  

And there was no way So-hee and her friends, who were in the same class, didn’t know that.  

"Uh, Se-ah...?"  

So-hee shrank as if she had encountered her natural predator.  

Her friends did the same.  

They began to retreat as if flames were falling around them.  

"There’s blood on your head, unnie..."  

Se-ah murmured as she looked at the dark red blood on my forehead.  

The red-haired girl asked me.  

"Who did this to you, unnie?"  

For the first time in my life, I was at a loss for words at her cold voice.  

Seeing my flustered expression, Se-ah smiled faintly as if there was no need for me to answer.  

After all, her classmates held daggers and knuckles in their hands.  

"Oh, I don’t think you need to say anything."  

The red-haired girl snapped her fingers lightly.  

A hot flame ignited in her palm.  

"So-hee, how about a sparring session with me for old time’s sake?"  
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    Blue Sky 7

“Why should I spar with you?”

So-hee asked with a smirk.

In response, Se-ah raised the corners of her lips and pointed at me.

“This person is a professor. Since they’re here, wouldn’t it be good to get evaluated?”

At the red-haired girl’s meaningful words, the elite students frowned.

Se-ah’s finger was pointed at the transfer student they had been bullying.

“A professor...?”

So-hee asked again in disbelief.

“Yes. This person is Professor Han, who will be giving a short lecture tomorrow.”

Se-ah looked down at So-hee with arrogant eyes.

Under that gaze, So-hee stiffened like a rock.

She realized that Se-ah’s words were not just a joke.

The faces of those who had been filming me earlier turned pale.

“That can’t be...”

So-hee’s lips trembled.

She shook her head as if denying reality.

How could the girl in front of her, wearing a school uniform and appearing her age, be a professor?

“That’s right. She even attended class with us earlier!”

The psychokinetic girl shouted.

As the most mentally resilient of the group, she sharply refuted the claim.

“Unnie, did you attend class with them?”

Se-ah asked me with a smile.

Her question made me let out an involuntary cough.

“Well, somehow... The teacher must have been mistaken because of the uniform.”

“That’s too bad... I wish I could’ve attended too.”

Se-ah clenched her hands as if regretful that she wasn’t there.

“Don’t lie... There’s no way someone like her could be a professor. She couldn’t even dodge a chair.”

So-hee muttered with a dumbfounded expression.

For her sake, Se-ah stepped forward.

And like delivering a death sentence, she showed her tomorrow’s lecture plan.

“Healthy Mental Management for Hunter Trainees”

Instructor: Han Si-ho.

“Han Si-ho...”

It was a name she had definitely heard in the classroom.

And it even had the vice-principal’s confirmation seal...

Se-ah whispered to the pale So-hee.

In a very ‘concerned’ voice.

“What will you do? If you get another warning for school violence, wouldn’t it lead to suspension?”

The red-haired girl smiled brightly and patted So-hee on the shoulder.

She knew better than anyone that she didn’t need to step in herself.

“Oh. Come to think of it, it wouldn’t just end with a warning, would it?”

Se-ah tapped her palm as if calculating.

Then, as if arriving at a satisfying conclusion, she smiled widely.

“You assaulted a professor, tried to strip their clothes, and even attempted to film it. Isn’t this outright a crime?”

Was it because of the word “crime”?

So-hee glared at Se-ah with a face full of anger.

In response, the red-haired girl shrugged her shoulders.

“I’m curious if your amazing Assemblyman father can cover for you this time.”

Assemblyman...?

At those two words, my eyebrows twitched unconsciously.

The reason she could commit such atrocities without hesitation until now.

It was because her father was a senator of the Hunter Association.

One of the 100 assemblymen who govern Korea.

And among them, a senator belonging to the top 30%.

With such a powerful backer, she could bully her classmates mercilessly and get away with it.

But.

No matter how influential her father was, could she survive after messing with a professor?

So-hee bit her trembling lips.

Se-ah commanded her with a cold voice.

“Apologize. To the professor.”

At the word apology, all attention turned to So-hee.

Especially the two delinquent girls, who desperately looked at their leader.

So-hee, who had never bowed her head to anyone, was their only hope.

“Sorry...”

So-hee’s pale lips quivered.

Soon, she muttered in a trembling voice, as if resigned.

“I’m sorry... Professor...”

But Se-ah was not satisfied with just that.

She grabbed So-hee’s hair and twisted her head with an incredulous expression.

“Listen to that voice. Does it sound like you’re taking this seriously?”

I was wide-eyed at Se-ah’s sudden shift in demeanor.

Perhaps the school’s strongest wasn’t So-hee but Se-ah all along.

“I’m sorry, Professor.”

So-hee replied in a tearful voice.

Then the other girls followed their leader’s lead and apologized to me.

“What should we do with them, unnie?”

Se-ah looked at me and asked.

An apology is an apology, but punishment is another matter.

“Should we burn their hair down to the roots? Considering what they’ve done lately, it’s a perfect opportunity.”

Se-ah smirked maliciously.

Somehow, a Molotov cocktail appeared in her hand.

She even tore off the rag attached to the bottle and prepared to light it.

That’s not what it’s for...

“Hey, hey... It’s fine. There’s no need to go that far.”

I stopped Se-ah in her tracks.

She’s become more extreme since I last saw her.

No, perhaps she was always like this but just acted shy around me.

I turned my head slightly.

Then, I looked at the wolf standing behind me.

Her body was covered in scars so large they couldn’t be hidden by fur.

Proof of the pain and oppression she had endured until now.

Those scars made even me furious.

“I’ll report this directly to the higher-ups.”

I spoke coldly, as if delivering a verdict to the girls.

At that, So-hee began to tremble, unlike her previously composed demeanor.

“Professor, please, just not to my father...”

So-hee finally showed the desperate expression of a teenage girl.

She must have found it unbearable for her father to learn of her disgrace.

Right.

Of course, she wouldn’t want that.

If it became known that she bullied her classmates at the academy.

If it became known that she harassed and assaulted an external professor.

It would undoubtedly deal a huge blow to her father’s position as a senator.

So, she should have acted better.

I fastened the buttons of my school uniform shirt.

Then, I looked at the young girl with serious eyes.

“If you have such an excellent father, you should have lived more uprightly.”

I leisurely slung my bag over my shoulder.

Petting Ji-yoon’s fluffy leg, I said.

“Instead of bullying friends because you’re relying on your father.”

We calmly left the back alley of the school.

The three girls could only watch us leave in a daze.

“Damn it...”

So-hee staggered as her friends supported her.

The three of them barely sat down on a bench in the back alley and looked at each other.

“What should we do... Who would’ve thought she was an undercover professor?”

The psychokinetic girl sighed.

“I never imagined it. How can a professor pretend to be weak so well? She looked so easy to bully that I got fooled.” 

So-hee muttered while biting her fingernails.

She shuddered as she recalled Professor Si-ho she had seen a moment ago.

Her mind was filled with thoughts of Si-ho’s mysterious eyes and the mole on her chest.

“So, are we really going to get expelled now?”

The knuckle girl asked with a serious expression.

At that, the psychokinetic girl scoffed and replied.

“It’s fine, hasn’t this happened before? Won’t So-hee’s father help us like last time?”

“No... If he finds out I caused another problem this time, I’m really done for.”

So-hee shook her head with a pale face.

The memory of being beaten with her father’s leather belt resurfaced, causing her to tremble compulsively.

“Then what are you going to do?”

Her two friends pressed So-hee, shifting responsibility onto her.

So-hee’s tense lips twitched.

And soon, her nervousness turned into a dangerous smile.

“We’ll have to stop her...”

“So she can’t even think about reporting it to the school...”

The senator’s daughter picked up her phone.

And she began scrolling through an overwhelmingly long contact list.

“That woman won’t be going home quietly tonight.”

The academy was quiet, as all classes seemed to have ended.

We strolled through the campus, enjoying the serenity.

Ji-yoon’s transformation began to reverse gradually.

Her size shrank, and soon the fur covering her body fell away.

Ji-yoon seemed embarrassed by the change and shrank into herself.

We quickly took her to the restroom in a panic.

There, we managed to dress her, who was now completely naked.

Indeed, monster transformation, while impressive, seemed to carry significant risks.

After many twists and turns, I finally made my way back to the academy’s main gate.

By then, the sky had turned a deep red.

The sun hung on the horizon, dripping lava-like light.

Looking back at the school from there was a spectacular sight.

It almost felt nostalgic, as if I had always belonged here.

Perhaps because of that feeling, I found myself touching the school emblem on my chest.

“Unnie, I’m sorry. I should’ve stayed close to you.”

Se-ah had returned to being an adorable teenage girl.

She seemed deeply affected by what I had been through, her expression sorrowful.

“It’s fine. Thanks to you, I got to meet Ji-yoon.”

I smiled at the wolf girl standing beside Se-ah.

Although she had returned to her human form, her fluffy ears and tail remained.

My eyes were naturally drawn to the tail sticking out from under her skirt.

It wasn’t until the girl opened her mouth that I managed to look away.

“Um... Professor.”

Despite calling me Si-ho all this time, the girl awkwardly addressed me formally.

“Yes?”

The wolf girl’s sparkling eyes stared straight at me.

The red glow of the sunset reflected in her gaze.

“By any chance...”

Even though everything had worked out, her eyes still seemed unsettled.

“Was helping me today all just part of the school violence investigation?”

I gazed at the girl intently.

Ji-yoon seemed to think that everything that happened today was preplanned, her expression hollow.

“Was being kind to me also just out of pity?”

The girl gave a bitter smile.

I still remember that smile.

It reminded me of a silver-haired woman I once knew.

“Ji-yoon...”

I approached her slowly.

And gently brushed aside her disheveled hair.

“You know, attending the academy was always my dream.”

Her golden eyes, tinted red, quivered like ripples on water.

“And the time I spent with you at school today made me really happy.”

I whispered softly to the wolf girl.

I didn’t want to hurt someone else, like Anna.

“For that moment, I wasn’t a professor.”

May was coming to an end.

The June breeze tickled my hair.

“I did it all just because I like you.”

Under the red sunset, I smiled faintly.

“...”

The wolf girl’s eyes reddened with tears.

The soft down on her cheeks trembled faintly.

Eventually, Ji-yoon threw herself into my arms.

She wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her face in my chest.

“Thank you.”

I hugged the girl tightly.

Se-ah watched us with satisfaction.

Soon, she handed me the shopping bag containing my clothes and said.

“Unnie, let me walk you out.”

“It’s fine. You don’t need to go that far.”

“You never know. Outside the academy, there’s nothing, so it could be dangerous.”

Se-ah bit her lips, as if feeling uneasy.

“Then let’s go together just to the bus stop. Someone is coming to pick me up nearby, so don’t worry too much.”

“Alright.”

Hearing that someone would be picking me up, Se-ah finally relaxed her expression.

She walked over calmly and linked arms with me.

Before I knew it, I was walking through the main gate with both girls holding onto my arms.

“Um... Professor.”

While walking downhill, Ji-yoon cautiously called out.

“I told you not to call me professor. After tomorrow, I’m just the neighborhood bartender.”

“Then what should I call you..?”

Ji-yoon asked, seeming a bit perplexed.

“...”

I took a moment to gather my thoughts at her question.

Then, covering my mouth with the back of my hand, I shyly muttered.

“Call me unnie...”

Ji-yoon smiled brightly.

As if she had been waiting for me to say that.

“Yes, unnie.”
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    I arrived at the bus stop.  

The arms crossed in both hands naturally made me sweat.  

"It's fine now. You can go inside, kids."  

"We'll watch until you get on."  

The two girls spoke simultaneously as if they had planned it.  

In the meantime, the two seemed to have grown quite close.  

I had asked Se-ah for a favor.  

To keep an eye on things so So-hee's gang wouldn't bother Ji-yoon.  

"Of course, unnie. We're pretty close now!"  

Se-ah put an arm around the wolf girl's shoulder, telling me to trust her.  

That sight resembled delinquent friends pretending to be close, but seeing Ji-yoon laugh along, I felt reassured.  

No matter how much So-hee's father might be a congressman, he wouldn't easily mess with the Academy's ace.  

Driving out a future hunter who would shine for the nation would be a national loss.  

More than anything, I'll firmly report to the school to ensure she can't approach the two.  

"---."  

Beyond the horizon, a foreign car came into view.  

I recognized that car.  

It had become so familiar that just seeing it made me smile.  

A Jaguar XJ12.  

I waved brightly toward the Executor sitting in the driver's seat.  

"Huh...?"  

But something felt off.  

The car, which should have smoothly stopped at the bus stop, wasn't slowing down at all.  

It rushed toward us as if it would crash.  

Before I realized it, my hand was on Se-ah's arm.  

The Jaguar finally slowed down only when it reached the stop, barely halting.  

The sudden braking caused faint smoke to rise from the car.  

"Unnie... Don't tell me this is the car you said was coming to pick us up?"  

Se-ah asked in bewilderment at the dramatic entrance of the Jaguar.  

Ji-yoon also gulped and clung closer to me.  

"Um... Probably?"  

It's not a car you often see in Korea.  

The tinted window rolled down.  

A woman wearing sunglasses leaned her arm casually on the windowsill and looked at us.  

"Si-ho."  

Silver hair that flowed beautifully.  

Fair, soft skin.  

Even with the sunglasses, a sense of menace exuded from her gaze.  

It was undeniably Anna.  

But why are you in that car...?  

"Anna...?"  

The expressions of the two girls were no different from mine.  

They couldn't take their eyes off the unfamiliar white hair.  

"Unnie, who is this person?"  

Se-ah asked, her tone guarded.  

Ji-yoon was no less defensive.  

Fearing I might be taken away, she clung to my arm even tighter.  

The pain made me frown automatically.  

"Ahaha... Introduce yourselves. This is my friend, Anna."  

Anna lowered her sunglasses in response to my introduction.  

Her white pupils stared directly at the two girls.  

"Hello..."  

The girls greeted in timid, crawling voices.  

But Anna didn't react to their greetings at all.  

The killer, who seemed to scan their appearances, simply ordered me to get in the car.  

Worried the kids might get scared by her gaze, I quickly climbed into the passenger seat.  

"Well, see you tomorrow, kids. I had a great time today!"  

"Yes, see you tomorrow..."  

The kids bowed their heads in unison to say goodbye.  

Ignoring their gestures, Anna stepped on the accelerator.  

The car roared noisily as it started.  

I glanced at the children disappearing in the side mirror.  

Se-ah seemed to glare at Anna with discontent.  

Ji-yoon also looked disheartened, her expression empty.  

Look at their faces...  

Why is she so harsh even to kids, despite being old enough to know better?  

I clicked my tongue at Anna as if scolding a troublesome child.  

"How did you get here? I called the Executor for this."  

"I came instead, since I borrowed the car."  

She replied while holding the steering wheel with her shoulders straightened.  

It looked as precise as a racer, but her driving was quite unstable.  

The frequent braking made my body jolt repeatedly.  

"You did borrow it, right...?"  

I asked while holding my spinning head.  

"...”  

Anna didn't respond.  

She just drove along the highway back to Seoul.  

No way... Did you actually steal it?  

I opened my mouth to ask that question.  

"What's with that outfit?"  

But the silver-haired woman beat me to it, changing the subject by commenting on my attire.  

Her gaze alternated between my tightly buttoned shirt and short skirt.  

"Ah, I spilled something on my clothes and borrowed these."  

"...”  

Even though she asked, Anna showed no reaction.  

What’s with her? Why ask if you're not going to say anything?  

The car soon stopped at a red light.  

She reached back toward the rear seat.  

When her hand returned, it held a blanket.  

Anna leaned over toward me as the car idled at the light.  

Her silver hair brushed against my cheek, making me freeze for a moment.  

Her face was so close I could feel her breath.  

Anna gently tucked her hair aside and draped the blanket over my lap.  

Even after she returned to the driver's seat, the pleasant scent of her soap lingered on me.  

I didn't expect her to do something like this...  

Her sudden kindness left me flustered.  

I looked up at the killer with a dumbfounded expression.  

"Earlier, I didn't recognize you because of that outfit."  

"I know, it's uncomfortable for me too. I hate skirts. They don’t suit me at all."  

I sighed deeply as I spoke.  

Anna lightly shook her head.  

"...”  

She murmured something in a voice quieter than the car engine.  

"What did you say?"  

When I asked, she shut her lips tightly.  

She acted as if she hadn’t said anything, focusing back on driving.  

It seemed she didn’t want to answer my question.  

But her aggressive lane change suggested her irritation.  

She didn’t even use the blinker.  

A car behind us honked in alarm.  

"Hey, speed bump!"  

While turning into an alley, the Jaguar jumped over a speed bump.  

The car jolted violently, and I hit my head on the ceiling.  

"Ow..."  

Holding my head, I groaned.  

Anna drove through the alley with an expressionless face, maneuvering sharply.  

It was then I realized.  

This wasn’t just about her driving style.  

"Are you unlicensed? What kind of driving..."  

When I asked, Anna’s eyes widened like an animal’s.  

Then she said something chilling.  

"What’s a license?"  

"Huh...?"  

For a moment, I lost focus in my eyes.  

Anna’s clueless expression resembled that of an innocent predator.  

"Hey, hey! Watch the road, not me!"  

I pushed her face away to make her focus ahead.  

But the car was already heading straight for a building wall.  

I closed my eyes tightly.  

Because of this reckless woman, I was finally going to die.  

"---!"  

Anna turned the wheel 180 degrees.  

The Executor's car scraped the wall, barely avoiding a crash.  

But driving isn’t just about instinct.  

After narrowly missing the wall, the car sped into a turn.  

And crashed head-on into a black Starex.  

Anna kicked the dented car door to open it.  

The poor Jaguar's door completely detached and rolled onto the ground.  

If the Executor finds out about this, we’re...  

"They deliberately crashed into us."  

Anna pointed at the dented SUV.  

Following her gesture, I looked inside the car.  

It was definitely strange.  

The Starex had been speeding earlier.  

But there was no driver or passengers inside.  

Soon, the sound of a car came from the back road we had arrived from.  

Shortly after, an Opirus stopped.  

Two men wearing black masks got out of the car.  

Their broad shoulders naturally made me tense.  

"I wasn't informed there’d be another vehicle here."  

The largest man spoke first.  

He alternated glances between his phone and me as he murmured.  

"Height 160, tear-shaped mole, school uniform. It matches."  

The man gestured with his fingers.  

The man standing next to him moved forward.  

"What kind of trouble are you getting into to be kidnapped so often?"  

Anna asked in an indifferent tone.  

The absurdity of her comment made me scoff.  

"You were one of those kidnappers too, you know."  

She turned her head away, as if ignoring my words.  

Instead, she clenched her fists and faced the two men charging at us.  

"They’re coming."  

One aimed for her left shoulder.  

The other targeted her right side.  

As if they had practiced it dozens of times, they attacked multiple points at once.  

At that moment, the killer blocked a downward punch with her elbow.  

She countered the punch aimed at her side by lifting her knee.  

The two kidnappers recoiled, clutching their throbbing fists.  

The killer didn’t miss the timing as they stepped back.  

The man in the lead immediately assumed a boxing stance to block her charge.  

But the seasoned killer targeted his legs instead.  

Her trained shin struck his thigh with precision.  

As the staggering kidnapper lost his balance, her fist landed on his temple.  

With a sound resembling something breaking, the man collapsed to the ground.  

"...!"  

The sight made the other man instinctively retreat.  

It seemed they hadn’t anticipated facing such an opponent for a simple kidnapping.  

"Anna, don’t kill him!"  

I shouted at her.  

"What, are you going to lecture me about not killing people again?"  

Anna responded dryly to my outcry.  

"You need to keep at least one alive to find out who’s behind this."  

I told her seriously, meeting her gaze.  

Seeming satisfied with my answer, Anna pulled a dagger from her coat.  

"Finally, something I like."  

She raised the dagger high.  

Then she charged at the man who had pointed me out.  

The man reached out toward the oncoming woman.  

Debris from the dented Starex rose into the air.  

The kidnapper slammed his palm to the ground.  

The debris turned into large blades and rushed toward Anna.  

It was far more powerful than the telekinetic girl I had seen earlier.  

"...”  

Anna, who had been running straight, suddenly leaped diagonally.  

Even though the man’s gestures were faster than her running speed, the blades didn’t touch her.  

Her sharp dagger aimed for his neck.  

Just as the blade was about to touch his throat, the kidnapper struck her dagger away with the back of his hand.  

Simultaneously, he spun and struck Anna's side.  

"...!"  

Feeling the solid impact, he was convinced of his victory.  

But the hand that had struck Anna’s side began to tremble.  

Anna's body was as hard as steel.  

Even in the relatively less muscular area of her side.  

Moreover, she maintained an expressionless face despite being struck by a robust adult male.  

It was terrifying, as if he had encountered an incomprehensible being.  

"I... I surrender."  

Only then did he realize the level of his opponent.  

But even as he surrendered, Anna's arm didn’t stop.  

She raised the dagger high into the air.  

She was about to drive the blade into the kidnapper’s neck.  

I calmly watched the cruel scene unfold.  

The dagger in Anna's hand didn’t pierce the kidnapper but struck his car instead.  

She no longer killed recklessly.  

While Anna stood beside me, I asked the kidnapper.  

"Who ordered you to do this?"  

My black eyes pierced through him.  

Honestly, I could already guess, but I needed to confirm it clearly.  

The kidnapper stared blankly at my slender, sharp eyes.  

I approached him with my hands clasped behind my back and whispered.  

"Was it perhaps a girl with short blue hair?"  

A faint floral scent tickled his nose.  

"Th-that’s..."  

The man stammered, panting heavily.  

Anna, noticing his gaze fixed on me, forcefully slammed her fist into his head.  

"Stop staring."  

"I'm sorry... It was So-hee who ordered it."  

After a few hits, he finally admitted the truth.  

I grabbed his bangs and lightly rubbed them between my fingers.  

"What did So-hee want you to do after kidnapping me?"  

"...”  

His answer was slow.  

I no longer felt like being kind to a kidnapper.  

"Anna?"  

When I called her, the killer raised her fist again.  

The man frantically shook his head and opened his mouth.  

"S-she said to scare you so you wouldn’t report her to the school..."  

"Ah, I see."  

It was more or less what I had expected.  

But hearing it confirmed from his own mouth felt satisfying.  

"Should I kill him?"  

Anna asked me.  

I smiled and shook my head.  

"Come on. He told us the truth."  

What mattered now was deciding what to do about So-hee.  

Reporting her misdeeds to the school was the obvious first step.  

But it felt lacking.  

Someday, she might try to silence someone else besides Ji-yoon and me.  

Walking with my hands clasped behind my back, I traced small circles.  

Then a good idea came to me, and I stopped abruptly.  

"Mister, can I borrow your phone for a moment?"  


  
    Chapter 62 Alaska

    “We’ve arrived, miss.”  

The driver opened the back seat.  

Soon, a petite girl slowly stepped out of the car.  

“I almost fell asleep waiting—”  

So-hee firmly pressed down her hat.  

She wore a hood over her hat and looked up at the old building.  

An abandoned factory in Gasan-dong.  

After receiving a call from the kidnappers, she had come straight here.  

The reason was simple.  

To retrieve the product she had ordered.  

Humming a tune, So-hee recalled the battered face of the girl she had imagined.  

Then, she followed Ji-ho, her driver and bodyguard, up the stairs.  

At forty years old, he was a retired hunter and a former ranker.  

With a somewhat uneasy expression, Ji-ho asked the young lady,  

“What exactly are you up to this time, miss...”  

Despite being a former ranker, he had no choice but to obey So-hee.  

She was incredibly self-willed, and if he didn’t comply with her requests, she would throw a tantrum like no other.  

“You didn’t kidnap some honor students again, did you?”  

Ji-ho had brought up her behavior to her father multiple times.  

But the doting assemblyman, who was also Ji-ho’s colleague and employer, simply asked him to do as his daughter wished.  

It was because of the absence of her mother, or so the complicated excuse went.  

Faced with such reasoning, Ji-ho had no choice but to comply.  

“Don’t worry. I’ll handle it without Dad finding out.”  

So-hee hummed an idol song with her hands tucked into her hoodie.  

Her face was filled with excitement.  

“Is this the place? Why did that guy have to call us to the third floor? I’m tempted to give him a one-star review.”  

She turned the corner, following the moonlight.  

There, she encountered two men wearing black masks.  

Seeing them, So-hee’s lips curled up involuntarily.  

At the hunters’ feet was a sack large enough to fit a person.  

“You’re later than I expected.”  

“We didn’t hear the target had a car.”  

The kidnapper replied in a nonchalant voice.  

He cut to the chase.  

“The instructor you mentioned is inside here. Hand over the money as promised.”  

The hunter held out his hand.  

But contrary to his demand, So-hee’s expression was indifferent.  

She crossed her arms and snorted.  

“I haven’t even checked the contents yet. You did bring her alive, right?”  

“Check for yourself.”  

The hunter lightly kicked the sack with his foot.  

The black bundle toppled over, revealing the curves of a woman.  

“I asked you to break a few bones. It’d make her easier to handle.”  

So-hee stared intently at the figure.  

Realizing the curves belonged to none other than Si-ho, she muttered softly,  

“You should’ve known better than to mess with me, Professor.”  

The girl casually walked over to retrieve her package.  

Then, she slowly lifted the sack upright.  

“Don’t worry. I’ll let you live... Let’s go to my villa...”  

As she began to untie the sack, she envisioned a blissful future with her new “doll.”  

Her hands trembled with excitement.  

“There, you can forget about school and lectures and just have fun.”  

Soon, So-hee untied the sack.  

At last, she saw the black hair of the professor she had longed for.  

But...  

“Hi, So-hee.”  

The girl’s face froze in place.  

The professor, who should have been battered, looked perfectly fine.  

In fact, she was smiling.  

With a refreshing smile.  

“We’ll have to postpone the fun. There’s somewhere we need to go first.”  

In Si-ho’s hand was a phone.  

On its screen, the recording button was spinning excitedly.  

“The Association’s security team, to be precise.”  

The professor grinned slyly.  

So-hee’s finger pointed at the recording button.  

Her finger trembled so much it seemed like she had developed early-onset Parkinson’s.  

“Don’t tell me... You’ve been recording this whole time?”  

“Just recording? There’s a small camera here too.”  

I smirked and pointed at the building’s ceiling.  

Soon, So-hee and her bodyguard looked up at the small camera on the ceiling.  

The camera blinked red at them as if greeting them.  

“What’s wrong with you guys! Do you think I hired you for this?!”  

So-hee shouted at the kidnappers.  

They shook their heads with pale faces.  

“...!”  

The girl soon realized why their faces had turned white.  

Something shiny was wrapped around the kidnappers’ necks.  

“Piano wire...?”  

The sharp piano wire extended into the darkness.  

Soon, the sound of footsteps echoed from the shadows.  

Turbid white eyes.  

The killer appeared, holding the kidnappers’ lifelines in both hands.  

“Save us...”  

The kidnappers muttered in trembling voices.  

That trembling soon spread to So-hee.  

“What the hell is going on?”  

Her legs gave out at the sight of the killer before her.  

She sat down on the cold floor, staring up at the white-eyed woman.  

Pure white beauty.  

The girl was mesmerized by this new form of beauty she had never seen before.  

The killer soon approached her, right up to her nose.  

Unconsciously, So-hee reached out to Anna.  

At that moment.  

“---!”  

So-hee was yanked away by someone.  

It was her bodyguard, Ji-ho.  

“Miss, step back.”  

Ji-ho calmly assessed Anna.  

Emotionless white eyes.  

A well-toned body hidden beneath her jacket.  

The bodyguard quickly realized Anna was no ordinary person.  

Having worked in special forces long before the gates opened, he had a keen eye.  

“This woman is a killer.”  

He pulled out a telescopic baton from his coat.  

With a strong swing through the air, the baton extended, resembling a sword.  

“We don’t want to fight. We’ve already achieved our goal.”  

Si-ho waved her phone at the two tense individuals.  

Hearing this, the bodyguard slowly lowered the young lady to the ground.  

“Let’s retreat for now. It’s dangerous.”  

The bodyguard planned to escort the young lady to the first floor.  

But she roughly shook off Ji-ho’s hand.  

With a face twisted in rage, the girl said,  

“What are you talking about? You want to leave now with that recorder? Are you insane?”  

She hurled insults at her father’s friend without hesitation.  

So-hee was beyond reason.  

“If that gets broadcast, it’s over for Dad, for me, for everything!”  

Ji-ho took a deep breath.  

His thick eyebrows twitched.  

“You understand? We can’t leave until we get that. Absolutely not!”  

With eyes filled with madness, she screamed repeatedly.  

Finally, Ji-ho let out a heavy sigh.  

Then, he slowly removed his suit jacket and placed it on the ground.  

His bulging muscles strained against his dress shirt.  

Anna watched him expressionlessly.  

She handed the piano wire she was holding to Si-ho, who was still in the sack.  

As if handing a balloon to a child.  

“Pull it if they interfere.”  

The killer’s chilling words sent shivers down their spines.  

If pulled, the kidnappers’ necks would be severed.  

Moonlight illuminated the center of the abandoned building.  

Under it, two hunters faced each other.  

One, a rising killer.  

The other, a hunter preparing for retirement.  

Dust floated in the light.  

Soon, the dust swirled around.  

Two weapons clashed simultaneously, cutting through the air.  

A dagger and a telescopic baton.  

The two metals growled at each other, emitting red sparks.  

The man used his thick muscles to press down on the dagger with sheer force.  

Anna barely held on, gripping the dagger with both hands.  

Soon, the killer’s dagger slipped.  

The slipping dagger aimed straight for Ji-ho’s hand holding the baton.  

The hunter twisted his body in the direction of the attack.  

As a result, Anna’s body lurched forward.  

The seasoned hunter didn’t miss her staggering form.  

A straight punch to the abdomen.  

Anna’s face, which had remained expressionless even under the kidnapper’s fists, contorted in pain.  

But Anna was also a current ranker.  

Suppressing the pain threatening to spill out, she slashed the hunter’s shoulder.  

The two exchanged blows before stepping back.  

“What are you doing, old man! Losing to some crazy woman...!”  

So-hee shouted at the hunter in disbelief.  

She had never seen Ji-ho injured before.  

Thinking he was the best bodyguard alive, she was shocked to see red blood streaming down his shoulder.  

“I’m sorry...”  

The hunter clutched his throbbing wound.  

But his gaze remained fixed on Anna.  

“I should’ve brought a longsword.”  

Anna also muttered.  

Holding her twisted stomach, she spat out blood cynically.  

“Anna, are you okay? We’ve already secured the evidence, so there’s no need to fight.”  

I looked at the killer with concern.  

I had rarely seen her take a hit, so I was worried.  

This bodyguard was no ordinary opponent.  

“No. It’s been a while since I’ve had such an interesting opponent. I want to keep going.”  

Anna narrowed her eyes.  

Her angelic white eyes smiled at me.  

I felt a slight chill at her gaze.  

Her white eyebrows and eyes made her seem like a being other than human.  

Ji-ho rolled up his sleeves as he looked at us.  

Then, he slowly began to close the distance.  

In response, Anna raised her dagger.  

In an instant, the two were within a step of each other.  

“---!”  

The two weapons clashed again.  

The baton aimed for the neck.  

The dagger aimed for the side.  

Anna lowered her body to dodge the baton.  

Ji-ho twisted his body to deflect the dagger.  

The two rankers twisted their wrists to counterattack.  

Their weapons met in front of each other’s hearts, sparking.  

I watched nervously.  

Had there ever been someone who could match Anna for so long?  

At best, it had only been Security Team Leader Lee Dae-eun...  

I was worried about her, pouring all her strength into this fight because of me.  

“Damn it, what should I do...”  

I clasped my hands together, focusing on their battle.  

But at that moment.  

My hands went numb and stiff.  

As if someone else was controlling my body.  

“Professor.”  

It was So-hee.  

While the two were fighting, she had snuck up behind me.  

“You shouldn’t have let your guard down.”  

The girl’s soft arms wrapped around my neck.  

Soon, her chest pressed against my back as she groped for the recorder in my hand.  

“Give it to me.”  

But I didn’t yield.  

I curled up like a bug and resisted.  

“No...”  

Fortunately, So-hee’s ability didn’t allow her to control my entire body.  

If I could hold out until Anna won, it would be fine...  

But things didn’t go as I hoped.  

So-hee gradually took stronger control of my arm.  

The hand holding the phone stretched toward the sky as if surrendering.  

The girl lightly grasped my outstretched arm with one hand.  

In the end, I was reduced to a bound slave.  

“You’re no match for me, Professor.”  

The girl smiled triumphantly, as if she had already won.  

The face of the barely eighteen-year-old girl now exuded a feminine and deadly charm.  

With one hand, she easily took my phone and lightly kissed my cheek.  

My defenseless face turned red.  

“It would’ve been nice if you were a transfer student, Professor.”  

Her trembling breath tickled my nose.  

The girl smiled suggestively as she rubbed her finger against my chest.  

The part of my shirt pressed by her finger revealed the shape of my bra.  

“Then, I would’ve treated you so preciously. Unlike that wolf girl...”  

The word “wolf” struck my ears.  

I didn’t care what she said about me.  

But she shouldn’t have touched on Ji-yoon.  

The scars all over her body.  

How could she speak so proudly after doing such things?  

I slowly lowered my head.  

Then, I crouched down, pulling my knees together.  

So-hee smirked, thinking I had submitted to her.  

She leaned down to see my pitiful expression.  

But.  

Soon, her confident smile turned to panic.  

When I raised my head again, my teeth were clenched around a small vial.  

A small glass bottle I had taken from my chest pocket.  

Inside was a cocktail.  

Cold and blue like ice.  

  

Grade: ★★★☆  

Effect: For 10 minutes, the target who consumes or is sprayed with it enters a frozen (invincible) state.  

Info: A premium cocktail with a blue hue, made by adding blue curaçao to the classic Alaska cocktail.  

My sharp fangs crushed the cap.  

Soon, the blue liquid spilled onto my chest.  

“How cute, our So-hee.”  

I smiled thinly, narrowing my eyes.  

My beauty mark winked at So-hee.  

“If you wanted to stop me, you should’ve stopped my mouth, not my arm.”  

That suggestive smile So-hee had been making?  

I had learned to make it myself, at some point.  

“You should’ve covered my mouth first.”  

Soon, we were both frozen.  

Waiting quietly until the rankers’ battle was over.  

  
    Chapter 63 Somaek 1

    “Ah… Miss!”  

Ji-ho was flustered by the sight of the two girls frozen like statues.  

He lowered his baton and stared at her, checking if she was okay.  

Anna didn’t miss the hunter who had let his guard down.  

While he was distracted, she closed the distance to the bodyguard.  

Close enough to make it difficult to swing a weapon.  

He tried to strike Anna’s head with the handle of the baton.  

But a mere handle couldn’t bring her down.  

The killer, bleeding from her forehead, stabbed her dagger into the bodyguard’s side.  

Once, twice, three times.  

Black blood gushed from between the bodyguard’s clenched teeth.  

But the seasoned hunter didn’t flinch despite the heavy blow.  

He immediately kicked Anna’s knee, disrupting her balance.  

Then followed up with a punch.  

It landed squarely on the killer’s solar plexus.  

Anna’s face twisted in pain as she fell to her knees.  

“...”  

Only after seeing the killer kneel did he finally clutch his side.  

The pain spreading from the wound made the hunter stagger.  

But he couldn’t stop.  

He had to save the young lady and the recorder and get out of here.  

“Kuh…”  

However, the bodyguard’s steps couldn’t reach the young lady.  

His once steady legs had begun to tremble.  

He staggered and collapsed just two steps away from So-hee.  

The paralysis that started from his side had spread throughout his body.  

“Paralysis poison…”  

He had been careless.  

If his opponent had been a man, he would have fought meticulously without allowing a single hit.  

But this time, his opponent was a nimble woman.  

He thought he could endure a few attacks and deliver a stronger blow.  

But of all things, the dagger was coated with poison…  

It was rare to find such a thing these days, yet she had it.  

The hunter took a deep breath.  

This level of paralysis would be absorbed by his body in about 10 minutes.  

But…  

Soon, a dark shadow loomed over him.  

The seasoned ranker looked up at the darkness helplessly.  

His eyes, which had seen countless battles, began to waver.  

She was an incomprehensible being.  

He had knocked out grown men with a single punch.  

Yet this white-haired woman had taken several of his full-force punches and still stood up.  

“Lucky. If I had my sword…”  

The bodyguard muttered, his pride wounded.  

He didn’t have 10 minutes anyway.  

He closed his eyes, imagining the dagger piercing his neck.  

But no matter how long he waited, the killer’s dagger didn’t pierce his neck.  

Instead, he only heard the sound of footsteps passing by.  

His brow furrowed.  

The hunter opened his eyes and looked toward the young lady.  

The killer was approaching her.  

Was she going to kill the young lady?  

He tried desperately to get up.  

But his body wouldn’t obey, and only excruciating pain followed.  

“Don’t touch the young lady… Do you think you can kill the daughter of an assemblyman and get away with it?”  

Ji-ho shouted with a boiling voice.  

But Anna didn’t react to his threat at all.  

She reached out her hand.  

The bodyguard stared at the killer’s outstretched hand.  

Fortunately, her hand reached not for So-hee, but for Si-ho.  

The killer hugged Si-ho as if picking out a doll.  

“An assemblyman? I’ve killed countless of those.”  

She spoke indifferently as she carried the girl on her back.  

“I’m only sparing you because I was told not to kill you.”  

Anna casually dropped the dagger she was holding onto the floor.  

Then she walked leisurely into the darkness.  

The bodyguard stared at the abandoned dagger in disbelief.  

The blade was as clean as if it were brand new.  

“It wasn’t her main weapon.”  

His green eyes twitched.  

Such skill and lethality, and yet it wasn’t her primary weapon.  

The seasoned ranker looked at the young lady with a hollow expression.  

She was frozen in shock, her face a mess.  

Staring at the young lady’s face, the bodyguard muttered,  

“I guess it’s time for me to retire.”  

In the end, Anna was the one who protected the target between the two bodyguards.  

When he realized this, Ji-ho tasted the bitter tang of blood in his mouth.  

The old ranker stared blankly out the window until the poison gripping his body wore off.  

---

**The next day.**  

The classroom at the Korean Hunter Academy was bustling with people.  

From academy professors to students, and even graduated active hunters.  

They all stared at the woman standing at the center of the lectern.  

The woman was dressed in a suit.  

Form-fitting slacks and a dress shirt.  

Over it, a blazer favored by bartenders hugged her hips.  

People watched her elegant attire intently.  

“A hunter’s life isn’t much different from alcohol.”  

Every time the bartender spoke, her short, tied-up hair swayed.  

Soon, a transparent glass was placed in the center of the lectern.  

In the tall glass…  

1 ounce (30ml) of blue syrup.  

1 ounce (30ml) of fragrant orange juice.  

1 ounce (30ml) of sweet cherryade.  

Pouring each layer carefully…  

  

Grade: ★★★★☆ (Epic)  
Effect: Permanently increases Strength, Calmness, and Agility by 3 each. (Cannot stack)  
Info: A delicious ade made with juice. Each layer has a different flavor, allowing you to enjoy multiple tastes in one drink.  

The bartender pointed at the cocktail with her finger.  

“Just like the blue syrup, someone strong needs to support the bottom to keep it steady.”  

“Like the orange juice, someone needs to connect the layers.”  

“And finally, like the vibrant red cherry, someone needs to shine brightly.”  

“In this way, we all do our best in our respective roles.”  

The students nodded at my words.  

But the professors simply listened in silence.  

They looked worried that I might dampen the students’ passion for becoming rankers.  

I pulled out a prepared remark for such professors.  

“Everyone is different, just like this cocktail. Our ranks and abilities vary.”  

Si-ho stirred the cup roughly with a spoon.  

“That’s why we sometimes fail to understand each other and end up in conflict.”  

But the juices didn’t mix.  

The beautiful, colorful layers remained intact.  

“See? No matter how much I stir, the layers stay beautiful, right?”  

People stared intently at the glass, checking if the colors had mixed even slightly.  

I smiled faintly at their innocent reactions.  

“From the beginning, humans are born different.”  

I looked at the people with different hairstyles, eye colors, and heights, speaking seriously.  

“That’s why we must respect and understand each other.”  

“Only then can we create something as beautiful as this glass.”  

The bartender smiled faintly and carefully pushed the glass toward the audience.  

The sound of camera shutters clicking.  

Murmurs of admiration could be heard.  

The professors, with their arms crossed, watched me with hawk-like eyes.  

Under their intense gaze, I awkwardly scratched the side of my head.  

Their stares are intense…  

If everyone at the academy had eyes like that, I wouldn’t have been able to handle it.  

But…  

Among the students sitting at the desks, I saw Ji-yoon and Se-ah.  

And standing among the professors was one person.  

A woman in a suit with red eyes.  

The Executor, with her jacket draped over her elbow, was watching me with a pleased expression.  

Like a parent observing a class.  

“That concludes today’s lesson.”  

I bowed to them.  

My long hair obscured my vision, so I couldn’t see their reactions.  

But the faint sound of applause from here and there allowed me to breathe a sigh of relief.  

I used the sound as an excuse to lift my head high.  

It was the end of my time at the academy, whether long or short.  

After the class, the crowd dispersed.  

Soon, only familiar faces remained in the hallway.  

Professor Lina, Se-ah, Ji-yoon, the Executor, and me.  

The three were in awe of the Executor’s face, seeing it for the first time.  

It was understandable.  

She was a former model and an immortal shapeshifter.  

But the Executor didn’t seem to care about her appearance at all.  

“Ah, I was so nervous.”  

I fanned myself with my hand and shook my head.  

The two female students laughed and said,  

“It’s okay. It was a perfect lesson.”  

“Right. I knew you’d do well, Si-ho.”  

With rabbit-like wide eyes, they even included the professor.  

“We should have a party to celebrate…!”  

True to her American nature, she clenched her fists and spoke.  

But the professor looked sullen because of the upcoming lectures.  

“Of all days, today’s fully booked…”  

“Us too…”  

The girls also looked gloomy due to their scheduled classes.  

I smiled as I looked at the academy people.  

“It’s okay. We can have it at my place later.”  

“Your place?”  

The three asked repeatedly.  

“Yes, I’ll prepare for the party, so come by later.”  

I shrugged.  

Ji-wook sunbae might have to work hard, but he’s a great cook.  

They nodded with excited expressions at the promised party.  

“Then we’ll get going-. We have prior appointments-.”  

I looked at the Executor with a pleased expression and spoke.  

In response, the killer took the lead.  

Soon, the killer and I headed out of the academy gates together.  

“You’ve made a lot of friends since I last saw you.”  

The red-eyed woman looked down at me expressionlessly.  

But I knew.  

She was forcing down the corners of her mouth that wanted to curl up.  

“Yeah-.”  

I walked closely beside her with my hands behind my back.  

Then, the Executor briefly walked ahead of me, taking the side closer to the road.  

“Did you resolve the car issue…?”  

I cautiously asked her.  

Since we were heading straight for the gate instead of the parking lot, I suddenly became curious.  

“Scrapped it.”  

“Ah.”  

Her blunt response left me speechless.  

I stopped in my tracks and fidgeted with my hands.  

“I’m sorry… It’s all because of me…”  

“Well, it’s fine. Cars can always be replaced.”  

The red-eyed woman spoke in a tone befitting a corporate executive.  

But soon, she narrowed her eyes and glared at me.  

“Though it was a 200 million won car.”  

I swallowed hard at her red eyes.  

200 million… Even in a time when foreign cars are rare, that’s an outrageous price.  

“I-I’ll pay you back…”  

I muttered in a shrinking voice.  

Then, the red eyes came even closer.  

“How? You’re always singing about being broke.”  

“I’ll… figure it out…”  

The red snake smirked.  

Her sharp fangs flashed between her soft lips.  

“How about becoming my company’s slave-?”  

The Executor’s arm rested on my shoulder.  

I couldn’t help but feel my hair stand on end at her words.  

Amused by my reaction, the Executor chuckled.  

Then, she grabbed my tied-up hair and playfully shook it.  

“Forget it. Let’s go eat.”  

Her jokes are intense…  

I finally let out a deep sigh.  

Ever since that incident, being close to her made my heart race…  

Outside the academy gates, a familiar face was waiting.  

Unable to attend the class due to being on the wanted list.  

Anna was waiting for us, wearing a black hat.  

She frowned as she saw me with the Executor’s arm around my shoulder.  

I waved enthusiastically, happy to see her.  

But the Executor and Anna didn’t greet each other.  

The two killers on either side of me stood awkwardly facing each other.  

I slipped between them and linked arms with both.  

Just like I learned from the girls these days.  

“Let’s go. I got paid for the class today, so it’s my treat!”  

I led the two killers with a bright smile.  

They chuckled as they looked at the short bartender.  

Si-ho didn’t seem to realize.  

That among the three of us, she was the poorest.  

  
    Chapter 64 Somaek 2

    The street of bars in Sindaebang.  

This place is lively and bustling with people even at night.  

It’s a spot frequently patrolled by the security team, so monster appearances are rare.  

Back in the day, when I formed a party with Ji-soo noona.  

When there wasn’t much work due to low rank, we often came here for after-parties.  

The smell of savory food and the sound of boisterous chatter.  

It’s just like the nostalgic past.  

“This is nice.”  

I took a deep breath.  

However, the expressions of the women accompanying me were not bright.  

“When you said you’d treat us, I wondered where we’d go...”  

The Executor had never once been to a place like a bar in her life.  

She usually ate healthy foods prepared by her father and only had fine dining and whiskey during receptions.  

“...”  

It was the same for Anna.  

She was an extreme value-for-money enthusiast who didn’t enjoy alcohol or dining out.  

She prioritized efficiency so much that she lived her life constantly eating tasteless protein bars.  

That’s probably why her eyes turned at the sight of egg fried rice, and she hoarded onions and eggs like that.  

“W-Well, just try it first. This place is better than you’d think.”  

Feeling awkward at their lukewarm response, I wedged myself between the two of them.  

The two predators reluctantly allowed themselves to be led into a bar.  

“Auntie, it’s been a while!”  

I waved cheerfully at an older woman flipping pancakes alone.  

Hearing my voice, the woman with deep wrinkles turned her head jovially.  

But soon she tilted her head.  

That’s because the person waving excitedly was a girl she didn’t recognize.  

“Are you a regular I’ve seen before?”  

Normally, even if she didn’t remember customers well, the auntie would laugh and let it go.  

But this time, she truly didn’t recognize the girl standing in front of her.  

“Oh...”  

It was then I realized.  

That my appearance had changed significantly.  

“Oh... Maybe it’s been so long that you don’t remember me...”  

I tried to gloss it over and claimed a spacious corner table.  

The auntie, still puzzled by my behavior, brought out side dishes and water.  

“There’s no way. I remember every customer who’s been here before.”  

“Haha...”  

I laughed awkwardly and poured water into the glasses.  

Then, I ordered something familiar from the menu hanging in the bar.  

“One soju-beer mix and cheese ribs, please. Extra cheese, lots of it!”  

Lately, I’d been obsessed with cheese.  

However, Anna stared at the menu disapprovingly after hearing my order.  

“Anna, do you not like ribs?”  

“No. I’ve never tried them, so I don’t know. But...”  

Following her gaze, I carefully examined the menu.  

‘Rolled omelet...?’  

Right, she likes eggs.  

“Auntie, add a rolled omelet to the order!”  

“Well, you seem to know about our ribs, so maybe it’s not your first time here after all.”  

Satisfied with my order, the auntie went into the kitchen to cook.  

Soon, she brought out beer and soju first.  

“It’s been so long since I’ve had a soju-beer mix.”  

I grabbed the frosty beer bottle.  

The charm of this place was how the beer was chilled to near freezing.  

“Is there no bottle opener?”  

The Executor asked indifferently, resting her chin on her hand.  

I chuckled at the pampered rich lady.  

“Our executive here must’ve grown up too privileged to know this.”  

I took out a spoon and casually opened the cap.  

Her eyes widened in astonishment at the sight.  

“Haha, getting amazed already, huh.”  

I prepared the beer glasses.  

I poured about a quarter of soju into a glass first.  

Then, I covered the mouth of the beer bottle with my fingers.  

I shook the bottle vigorously.  

When I released the foam into the beer glass...!  

  

Grade: ★★☆  

Effect: Increases Will by 5 for 10 minutes.  

Description: An upgraded version of the soju-beer mix. Its creamy beer foam makes it smooth to drink.  

But beware, it’s easier to get drunk.  

“This is the Cream Soju-beer Mix.”  

I gave a serious thumbs-up.  

The two women watched in fascination.  

“Judging by its looks, one sip might make you drunk. It’s intriguing.”  

The Executor observed the creamy drink with her arms crossed.  

Anna was no different.  

Her eyes sparkled like a cat’s at the bartending technique she’d never seen before.  

The two killers accepted the drinks I made.  

They slowly sipped the foamy liquid.  

White foam lingered on their lips.  

Anna licked it off with her tongue, while the Executor still had some on hers.  

I approached her.  

Using the handkerchief I wore while bartending, I wiped her lips.  

“I-It’s fine.”  

Startled, she tried to push my hand away, but when I pointed at her lips with narrowed eyes, she reluctantly allowed it.  

“Now, next up—‘Euri-ju!’”  

“Euri-ju?”  

Anna tilted her head at the unfamiliar word.  

The Executor seemed momentarily dazed.  

I prepared three soju glasses.  

I placed two chopsticks across the glasses.  

Then, I balanced a soju glass on top.  

I repeated the same for another layer.  

This completed a three-tier tower.  

“Now, pour soju into the top glass like this—!”  

As the top glass overflowed like a waterfall, it filled the glasses below.  

  

Grade: ★☆  

Effect: Increases Will by 1 for an hour.  

Description: Called Euri-ju for show, but it’s just ordinary soju.  

“Alright, everyone, take a glass—.”  

In a historical drama tone, I slid the glasses to the two women.  

Anna, seeing soju for the first time, spun the glass curiously.  

“Phew—.”  

I drank and scrunched my face.  

Seeing that, the Executor smirked.  

“When you were eating pork cutlets before, you looked just like an old man, too.”  

“That’s right. Like Dae-hyuk ajusshi.”  

Anna agreed and brought up the boss of Moment.  

Embarrassed by their reactions, my face turned red.  

“What old man? Drinking like this is the real deal. Alright, copy me.”  

Despite my suggestion, the two killers didn’t budge.  

They simply stared at their glasses in silence.  

They were too stoic.  

Too lacking in humanity, perhaps.  

I alternated my gaze between them, my flushed face reddening further.  

A graceful black-haired executive with alluring red eyes.  

Her elegant demeanor and perfect suit emphasized her commanding presence.  

A beautiful silver-haired woman with mysterious white pupils.  

Contrasted by a fit physique and decadent aura.  

While their looks were captivating, drinking with them was suffocating.  

Apart from Ji-soo noona, I hadn’t really interacted with other women.  

Their lukewarm reactions made me sigh.  

Though I suggested this drinking session, it was exhausting.  

Maybe because of that fatigue, I kept drinking alone.  

After a hard day, the alcohol tasted sweet.  

Even after the food arrived, I was drinking more than eating.  

Watching me, the Executor asked with concern.  

“Are you drinking too much?”  

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Back in the day, I could handle two bottles on my own.”  

Of course, that was when I was a man.  

I raised my glass again to drink.  

But then...  

“Ugh!”  

“What’s wrong? Why all of a sudden?”  

The Executor and Anna widened their eyes at my sudden groan of pain.  

My eyes trembled as I looked at them.  

“Is it the side effect of a sedative?”  

“Damn it. I had a feeling you were drinking too much.”  

The two women approached and grabbed my small shoulders.  

I looked at the killers with a pitiful expression and said.  

“It hurts so much...”  

“Where does it hurt?”  

“H-here.”  

I pointed tremblingly at a spot on my body.  

Following my finger, the two women lowered their gaze.  

It was my left chest.  

“My heart hurts because you two won’t drink with me.”  

Even the tear mole under my eye seemed sorrowful.  

Seeing my exaggerated expression, both the Executor and Anna frowned in unison.  

“Did they teach you that in Chinatown?”  

Anna was the first to deliver a cutting remark.  

“You really were like a squirrel before, but now you’re a complete fox.”  

The Executor followed up, dealing the final blow.  

Unlike earlier when they felt awkward, the two poked fun at me in harmony.  

Still... this is enough.  

If ruining myself can lighten the mood...  

The two women, perhaps touched by my efforts, picked up the glasses in front of them.  

The Executor was the first to tilt her glass.  

The way she did it looked like a scene from a commercial, and I found myself staring blankly.  

Anna was even more of a spectacle.  

She raised her glass, mimicking my earlier gesture.  

And then...  

“Phew.”  

For a moment, I thought I had misheard.  

“Did you just imitate me?”  

Anna nodded silently, her face and tone completely expressionless.  

Her awkward effort made me burst out laughing.  

“What was that? You sounded like a machine.”  

“I’m trying. To understand you two.”  

“Yeah, good job, good job.”  

I patted Anna’s shoulder like a child.  

She fiddled with the shoulder I had touched.  

Seeing the two women’s attempts, my heart softened naturally.  

A drinking party should be bright and cheerful like this.  

“That’s not it. You need to move your face a little more and show a refreshed expression. That’s right, like that.”  

At the Executor’s instruction, Anna closed her eyes.  

She furrowed her white eyebrows and added an exclamation.  

“Phew.”  

“Exactly. When you drink, making a face enhances the charm.”  

True to her background as a model, the Executor was exceptional at coaching expressions.  

Satisfied with the lively atmosphere, I half-closed my eyes in contentment.  

This role was always Ji-soo noona’s before...  

Now, I was the one taking it on.  

Maybe, as noona said, I’ve grown a little.  

I straightened up and grabbed a rib from the plate.  

Stretching out the gooey cheese, I ate it with both hands.  

To avoid getting drunk quickly, I had to eat plenty of food.  

On my plate, a piece of meat thick with cheese was placed.  

It had little bone and lots of meat—a piece I’d been eyeing.  

“You eat well.”  

The Executor, resting her chin on her hand, smiled faintly as if reading my mind.  

As expected of a corporate executive, her generosity was ocean-deep.  

I immediately ate the meat she had given me.  

“What will you do moving forward?”  

True to her executive nature, she asked about future plans.  

I pondered what to say in response to her question.  

Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember what I had planned beyond bartending.  

By now, my healing ability as a healer was decent.  

Although I tried not to use it, I could read memories.  

And I could make potions for combat use.  

What should I do next?  

“I don’t know. I think I’ll keep making cocktail potions for now...”  

The Executor sipped her soju as she watched my uncertain expression.  

She wiped her lips lightly with the back of her hand and asked.  

“How about becoming a Potion Master?”  

“Potion Master?”  

“Yes, an ability officially recognized by the Association for potion-making.”  

I’d heard of it before.  

Potions were cheap at lower grades, but advanced potions could only be made by Potion Masters, making them high-end items.  

“Honestly, your potions. It’s a waste to sell them casually on the roadside.”  

“True...”  

“If you’re certified as a Potion Master, the Association will provide funding, and you could deliver potions to rankers regularly.”  

A master, huh... It was tempting.  

If that were the case, rankers would come to buy my potions instead of me seeking them out.  

“The problem is, I can’t help you with that.”  

The Executor flicked her gilded lighter.  

That was only natural.  

After all, Ilshim was the Association’s biggest rival.  

“It’s fine. You’ve already helped me so much. This is something I need to handle myself.”  

I smiled faintly and shook my head.  

The Executor had already helped me a lot.  

She provided liquor at a low price.  

She even rescued me from Chinatown...  

Just thinking about it made my whole body itch.  

I shivered and instinctively squeezed my thighs together.  

“Anna, you’re an unaffiliated killer, right?”  

The Executor asked Anna, seemingly searching for connections.  

Anna, chewing on a large rolled omelet, shook her head.  

“No, I have an affiliation.”  

The killer, her cheeks puffed out, spoke nonchalantly.  

“I regularly take requests from an assemblyman.”  

Wait, an assemblyman...?  

That means she’s part of the Association.  

And not just any part—she’s tied to its highest level.  

As it turned out, the killer in front of me was more closely connected to the Association than anyone.  

  
    Chapter 65 Somaek 3

    “Wait a moment...”  

That means, has the Association been silently continuing contract killings all this time?  

A chill ran down my spine at this unexpected realization.  

“Then why don’t you ask that assemblyman for a recommendation letter?”  

The Executor spoke to Anna as if this fact was nothing unusual.  

It seemed she already knew the Association’s darker side.  

Well, considering that the person who tried to assault Jae-hee was also an assemblyman, it seems the Association isn’t all good either.  

I nodded in agreement and looked at Anna.  

However, her response was firm.  

“No.”  

Her flat-out refusal made my head droop.  

“She’s a suspicious woman.”  

As if her appetite had vanished, she picked up her soju glass.  

Then, as if disinfecting, she lightly downed the alcohol.  

For Anna to call someone suspicious—does such a woman even exist in this world?  

“She’s an assemblyman after all; how strange could she be?”  

I clasped my hands together, desperately pleading with Anna.  

Anna squinted her eyes and looked at me.  

“Come on, help me just this once.”  

Anna remained expressionless and shook her head.  

In a calm voice, she spoke to me.  

“It doesn’t feel right.”  

A feeling?  

This was the first time I’d heard such an irresponsible reason.  

I hiccupped and grabbed my glass.  

Even with just the title of Potion Master, I wouldn’t have any trouble making a living.  

Still...  

There’s no way an assemblyman requesting a contract killing would be normal.  

Perhaps Anna is right—it’s better to avoid unnecessary involvement and risks.  

Anna gazed down at my gloomy face.  

“What? Why are you staring at me?”  

I muttered in a slightly sulky tone.  

Anna blinked and spoke.  

“Do you have time tomorrow?”  

“Why do you ask? No, I’m busy.”  

Of course, tomorrow’s my day off, but I lied out of pettiness.  

“Is that so.”  

She quietly tilted her glass after hearing my response.  

Damn it, now I’m curious.  

“What is it?”  

I gave in and asked.  

Anna, with her usual blank expression, turned to look at the other guests sitting at a nearby table.  

“I want to learn.”  

Her fingers pointed toward the laughing, chatting people.  

Emotions—was that what she meant?  

Looking into the killer’s dry eyes, I fell into thought.  

Still, it was admirable to see her making an effort to regain her emotions.  

Suddenly, a flash of inspiration struck me.  

If I played my cards right, could I use this to get the recommendation letter?  

“How about this then?”  

This would be an irresistible proposal for a killer who strictly separates business and personal matters.  

“We’ll make a bet.”  

I hiccupped and lifted myself off the chair.  

The two killers looked up at me, curious about what nonsense I’d spout next.  

“If you win, I’ll help you recover your emotions tomorrow!”  

“And if you win?”  

At her question, I smirked.  

“If I win, let me meet that assemblyman.”  

Anna looked at me with a face that seemed to say, “Are you serious?”  

Although she was expressionless, it somehow felt that way.  

“Just set up the meeting. I’ll just get the potion recognized and collect the recommendation letter; then I’ll leave, okay?”  

He’s an assemblyman after all—would he harm a regular person?  

It’s not like I’m asking for something outrageous.  

Anna exhaled briefly.  

After a moment of silence, she seemed to be contemplating something.  

“What’s the bet?”  

Gotcha.  

She took the bait.  

“Well, obviously I’m weaker than you, so it has to be something fair.”  

I placed a bottle of liquor in front of her.  

Then, with a grin, I proposed.  

“A drinking contest.”  

“A drinking contest...?”  

Anna tilted her head at the unfamiliar wager.  

Yes, that’s exactly the reaction I wanted.  

“The first to pass out loses.”  

I spoke with confident eyes.  

Based on all my observations, Anna couldn’t possibly hold her liquor.  

Drinking is something that improves with experience.  

There’s no way someone like Anna, who barely drinks, could beat me.  

“Fine, let’s do it.”  

Anna immediately emptied her glass.  

She held out the empty glass without hesitation.  

“Executor, pour. Count each drink.”  

I handed the bottle to the Executor.  

She looked at me with worried eyes.  

“Are you sure? Your face is already red.”  

“It’s fine—totally fine. I just get red after one drink.”  

I waved her off with a goofy smile.  

For a lightweight like her, this would be over in no time—within a bottle or two at most.  

“---.”  

The bottles of soju piled up on the table one by one.  

By the time we’d reached five bottles, I stared at Anna’s face.  

She was as expressionless as ever.  

Damn it.  

Something’s off...  

What the hell?  

We’ve emptied five bottles between the two of us.  

Including everything I’ve drunk so far, that’s six bottles in total.  

Why is she still so composed?  

Most women struggle after just one bottle, right?  

At least, that’s what my sister told me...  

Meanwhile, I was starting to waver.  

Unlike my days as a man, this body gets tipsy after just one bottle.  

It’s like that time I got dragged to Chinatown...  

The residual drug in my system seems to be reacting even more wildly to the alcohol.  

“Drink.”  

Anna mechanically poured another drink for me.  

“W-wait a second...”  

“If you don’t drink immediately, it’s a loss, right?”  

“Well, yes, but...”  

Even if she doesn’t have emotions, how can she keep such a straight face?  

Did she really drink, or is she faking it?  

“Drink.”  

Anna coldly stared down at me, pushing the glass toward my lips.  

The glass in her hand moved closer to my mouth.  

I scrunched up my face in clear defiance.  

But Anna started to press the glass against my lips.  

“Wait—!”  

I shouted loudly with my flushed face.  

Both Anna and the amused Executor watching us froze.  

“Let’s just say I lost. I admit defeat!”  

I waved my hands in surrender, trying to push the glass away.  

Then Anna leaned in close, her voice deadly serious.  

“In our world, whether it’s a request or a contract, there’s no such thing as canceling it.”  

“No, I’m telling you, you won!”  

With tearful eyes, I shook my head.  

"Once, there was someone who dared to break a completed contract on his own."  

Anna's face showed no intention of backing down.  

On the contrary, she began to tell an even more chilling story.  

"Do you know what happened to him?"  

Terrified, I shook my head.  

Then Anna softly whispered in my ear.  

"He was made to end up just like his target. Of course, I still got paid."  

Anna tilted my head back with her strong hand.  

Slowly, she began pouring alcohol into my mouth as if administering holy water.  

“So, we must see this through to the end.”  

Alcohol trickled out of my mouth.  

I murmured in a dazed voice.  

“Spare me...”  

I felt dizzy.  

Gradually, Anna started to appear as three people.  

With unfocused eyes, I looked at the two killers.  

The Executor scolded Anna for forcing so much alcohol on me.  

In contrast, Anna, with her ever-expressionless face...  

“Wait.”  

I thought her mouth, which should have been expressionless, was twitching.  

Just as I realized that, my vision tilted further downward.  

Soon, with a loud thud, my cheek pressed against the table.  

“---.”  

The two killers sat across from each other, leaving the limp Si-ho between them.  

They exchanged indifferent glances.  

The Executor was the first to speak.  

She stroked Si-ho's crown and asked Anna,  

“You used a cheap trick, didn’t you?”  

“...”  

The Executor chuckled and glanced under the table.  

Beneath Anna’s seat was a trash can.  

And inside it...  

It wasn’t trash but rather brimming with soju.  

“You were caught.”  

“How could I not be? You dumped it every time Si-ho tipped her glass back.”  

Anna remained shamelessly expressionless.  

As it turned out, she had hardly drunk even five glasses.  

“So, do you have any complaints?”  

The Executor shook her head.  

Fighting her without deception would be akin to suicide, so she could only offer a cynical smile.  

“Ugh...”  

Si-ho groaned and leaned against the Executor’s shoulder.  

She looked up at the killer with half-closed eyes.  

The Executor tried her best to maintain her expressionless face.  

But the killer couldn’t stop her lips from twitching.  

“Unnie...”  

The bartender buried her face into the Executor’s chest.  

She took a deep breath.  

“What a nice scent...”  

Seeing the girl clinging to her like a child, the Executor cleared her throat.  

“Well, it’s not so bad.”  

The Executor nodded slightly at Anna’s earlier question about dissatisfaction.  

She laid Si-ho onto her lap over her tailored skirt.  

Si-ho’s cheek pressed against the smooth stockings.  

“So why did you refuse the recommendation? An association assemblyman should be on the side of justice, right?”  

She asked Anna mockingly.  

Anna shook her head calmly.  

“Not a chance. There are dozens of assemblymen who hire killers.”  

Anna picked at the remaining rolled omelet.  

Her clumsy chopsticks made the egg crumble apart.  

Eventually, she picked it up with her hands and ate it.  

“It’s just that I really have a bad feeling about this.”  

After finishing the last bite, she leisurely got up from her seat.  

“Leaving?”  

The Executor tried to stand as well.  

But she couldn’t because of the bartender lying on her lap.  

“I have something to check.”  

“What about her?”  

At the Executor’s words, Anna glanced down at Si-ho.  

Seeing the girl soundly asleep like a child, Anna murmured.  

“Make sure she sleeps well.”  

With that, she lifted the blind of the street stall and left.  

She strolled into the darkness without hesitation.  

“So self-centered...”  

The Executor shook her head.  

She lit a lighter and ignited her cigarette.  

Smoke filled the stall.  

The faint herbal smell made the stall’s aunt frown.  

“What do you think you’re doing, smoking in here? Take it outside!”  

Startled by the scolding, the Executor quickly stood up.  

She cleared her throat and propped Si-ho up temporarily.  

“Unnie, where are you going...”  

Si-ho mumbled as she watched the Executor head out to smoke.  

The killer chuckled at the sight.  

“When she’s sober, she refuses to call me ‘unnie,’ no matter what...”  

The Executor glanced around the stall.  

There were several customers, some of whom were hunters from the Association.  

“It should be fine.”  

As long as there were Association hunters, there wouldn’t be any sudden abduction attempts.  

Feeling at ease, she stepped outside to smoke.  

The killer surveyed the night streets of Seoul alone.  

Usually, Korea was eerily quiet at night due to the ever-present threat of monsters and rogue hunters.  

But in areas with Association offices, it was safe enough to walk around even at midnight.  

This was the Association’s greatest functional advantage and the main reason it could rival the government.  

Perhaps the Association was a better fit for Si-ho than Ilshim.  

That thought made the Executor bite her lip bitterly.  

“Should I keep my distance after all?”  

She looked down at the cigarette, now crushed.  

Maybe it was the bitter taste, but she let the half-burnt cigarette fall to the ground.  

Slowly, she lifted the stall’s blind and went back inside.  

“...?”  

Inside, an unexpected scene unfolded.  

In Si-ho’s previously empty seat, two unfamiliar men now sat.  

The two men were chatting enthusiastically with the tipsy Si-ho.  

“How old are you?”  

“Me? I’m twenty-eight...”  

“What? With that face?”  

“Yes—really...”  

Si-ho gazed at the men with sultry eyes.  

Her once-neutral expression was now brimming with feminine allure.  

The men couldn’t help but grin broadly.  

“You know, we’ve been watching you for a while.”  

“Really? Why though... I’m short and not that pretty.”  

Si-ho tilted her head, mumbling.  

One man grinned and asked,  

“Oh, come on—we’re not shallow like that.”  

His eyes scanned Si-ho up and down.  

Eventually, they stopped at her tightly buttoned shirt and blazer.  

“I’m not alone, you know...”  

Si-ho covered her mouth with her hand.  

Her shy expression made the man gulp deeply.  

“Why don’t we all hang out together?”  

The brooch on the man’s lapel gleamed.  

It was the symbol of the Association.  

The moment the Executor saw it, she realized.  

She had been foolish to think the Association guaranteed safety.  

But what really irritated her was something else entirely.  

Si-ho, blatantly flirting with the men.  

It seemed she needed some extra education.  

The red-eyed killer rolled up her sleeves and strode toward them.  


  
    Chapter 66 Sobaek Mountain Range 1

    "You've come at just the right time."

A man with curly hair smiled as he looked at the Executor.

The two were clearly meeting for the first time. 

Yet, his smile was as warm as if he were seeing an old childhood friend. 

"Hello, we came from the table next to yours."

"Yes..."

The Executor responded curtly to his friendly remark. 

At this, the man’s bespectacled companion cleared his throat and gauged the atmosphere. 

"We’ve been watching you two for a while, and we really like your vibe."

"..."

The Executor's red eyes gleamed. 

Normally, just the sight of her eyes was enough to freeze most people, like the bespectacled friend. 

But the curly-haired man before her only smiled brightly, radiating an unusual energy. 

It felt like looking at a male version of Mi-ho. 

"Unni, these guys are so fun-!"

Si-ho, who had turned into Mi-ho, giggled as she tapped the man on the shoulder. 

At the sight, a twitch formed under the Executor's eye. 

Oppas...? 

"Oh, you're her sister? I thought you were the same age."

The man nonchalantly added fuel to the fire with his playful comment. 

Usually, guys who talked like this were typical womanizers, so the Executor sneered inwardly. 

The Executor moved closer to Mi-ho. 

She grabbed her sister’s shoulder and whispered. 

"Let’s go." 

Her firm and cold words made Mi-ho look up at her with soft eyes. 

The fox-like younger sister, oblivious to her older sister's feelings, clung to her arm. 

"Why-? This is fun. I’ve never done anything like this before!" 

What was she supposed to do with this girl? 

The Executor closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 

Who could have known that Si-ho’s drinking habits were this bad? 

It was as if a new personality had awakened within her. 

"This is a first for us too. It’s more fun when first-timers drink together."

The man’s statement, clearly from a seasoned flirt, made the Executor’s eyebrows twitch. 

The first time, my foot... 

She worked at the top black corporation in Korea. 

There was no way she couldn’t recognize this small-time thug style. 

A perm too neat for these chaotic times, a hip jacket, and a flashy lapel adorned with the association’s badge. 

A gold badge, no less. 

Gold indicated... a ranker. 

Was he really a ranker of the association who didn’t know who she was? 

Surely, the intelligence agency had distributed information on rankers from enemy factions. 

In contrast, the man sitting next to him seemed unremarkable. 

He had a sharp face but slouched shoulders and glasses that gave him a timid appearance. 

He didn’t seem to be a hunter, just a regular office worker at the association. 

Realizing no one recognized her as an Ilshim executive, the Executor let out a sigh of relief. 

Now, all she had to do was figure out how to get rid of them. 

How to get rid of them... 

"Cheers!"

Si-ho raised her glass with a nasal tone. 

Following her lead, the male hunter and the timid office worker toasted. 

Only the Executor sat there, simply holding her glass. 

"Unni... my arm’s going to fall off!" 

"Right-? Let’s drink together-!" 

The two foxes were raising a ruckus. 

In the end, the Executor raised her glass, and the impromptu gathering officially began. 

The male hunter in front of her. 

His name was Eun-chan. 

As expected, he was a ranker affiliated with the association. 

On top of that, his position was Head of the Security Team. 

It had been less than a week since he’d been promoted to team leader, so he probably hadn’t reviewed the blacklist yet. 

Well, unless you’re preparing for war with the association, there’s no reason to check that list every day. 

"Si-ho said she’s a bartender, but what do you do, Su-rin?" 

Eun-chan asked with a smile. 

The Executor met his grin with an expressionless face. 

"Just... retail." 

"Hehe, my unni is super cool. She has tons of people following her, and she always—"

The Executor clamped her hand over Mi-ho’s mumbling mouth. 

What was this girl trying to do, bring chaos to the bar...?! 

"Oh, a retail company. You’re both amazing." 

Eun-chan’s friend nodded in agreement. 

After those words, a brief awkwardness settled over the table. 

Sensing her chance, the Executor whispered to Mi-ho. 

"Alright, that’s enough. Let’s leave now." 

The moment she said that, Mi-ho shook her head like a child. 

She let out a plaintive sound and rubbed her shoulder against the Executor. 

"Why be such a buzzkill-?" 

She suddenly stood up. 

Clenching her fists in excitement, she announced. 

"Let’s play a game-!" 

"Oh, sounds fun. What game?" 

Eun-chan eagerly chimed in, seizing the moment to liven the mood. 

The bartender staggered toward the bar’s fridge. 

She returned with a bottle of Baekseju and Sansachun in each hand. 

Her eyes, already glazed, had been gone for a while. 

"A Truth Game, hosted by a pro bartender." 

"It’s simple. Put up three fingers, and the first person to lower all of them loses." 

"What makes you lower a finger?" 

The timid man quietly asked. 

Mi-ho’s eyes glinted mischievously as she replied. 

"Like this. You shout, ‘Anyone wearing glasses, lower a finger!’" 

She gently reached out and folded the man’s finger herself. 

He blushed at the touch. 

"Whoever loses has to drink the special bomb cocktail I make!" 

As Mi-ho grabbed the liquor bottles, her glazed eyes sharpened momentarily. 

For that instant, she returned to being Si-ho, deftly pouring drinks with practiced hands. 

In a clear beer glass... 

One shot of clean soju. 

One shot of golden Baekseju. 

One shot of crimson Sansachun. 

And a splash of fizzy beer. 

Stir lightly with chopsticks, and... 

 

Grade: ★★★ 

Effect: +10 Willpower, -20 Judgment 

Info: A traditional Korean bomb drink named after the first letters of the liquor. A higher-grade version called "Jo****" exists, mixing Johnny Walker, Camus, Chivas Regal, and Ballantine’s. 

"Hehe..." 

Mi-ho placed the amber-colored drink in the center of the table with a sly grin. 

"Shall the host start first?" 

Rubbing her hands together, Mi-ho’s first target was, of course, the Executor. 

"Anyone with hair touching their shoulders, lower a finger." 

The Executor nonchalantly lowered one finger. 

"Oh, right! My hair touches too." 

The sly fox swayed her tied-up hair like a tail. 

Everyone’s gaze followed that tail. 

"Then, let me try. People who are often called scary, lower a finger." 

Eun-chan’s words made the Executor’s lips twitch. 

This was clearly aimed at her. 

Her index finger folded soon after. 

With her middle finger now raised alone, the Executor pointed it at everyone. 

"Um, my turn... Anyone wearing heels, lower a finger..." 

Everyone except the Executor ducked under the table. 

The two men’s gazes landed on the Executor and Si-ho’s heels. 

"Ah... I’m caught." 

Si-ho cooed as she lowered a finger. 

Now, she only had one finger left too. 

But... 

The Executor soon lowered her final middle finger. 

"Executor! You lost!" 

Si-ho cheered as she shook her body in excitement. 

The fox thrust the Sobaek Mountain Range drink toward the red-eyed woman. 

The killer paled at Si-ho’s audacity. 

If that name were revealed here... 

Her crimson eyes flickered violently. 

She turned her gaze to the two men. 

The timid man remained clueless. 

As for Eun-chan... 

"...?" 

Surprisingly, he looked like he didn’t care. 

He simply clapped and chanted, "Drink! Drink!" 

What was this? 

Was he truly unbothered by hearing the name "Executor"? 

Was he really a rookie...? 

Thrown off by Eun-chan’s unexpected reaction, the Executor finally gave in and drank. 

When she finished her glass, Si-ho kindly refilled it immediately. 

"You know the rule—first round losers drink twice." 

"Are you serious?" 

"Yup, totally serious." 

Saliva dripped from Si-ho’s mouth. 

You’re not serious at all. 

The Executor downed the amber drink again. 

She was naturally a strong drinker. 

After enduring countless rough drinking sessions in her organization, she had built a formidable tolerance. 

These common bomb drinks were nothing more than cocktails to her. 

"Now it's the Executor's turn."

Finally, her turn had come. 

The killer spoke firmly and boldly. 

"Men, fold your fingers."

At her chilling words, both men's spines tingled. 

Her red eyes glinted until they folded their fingers. 

"Then it's my turn—fold your finger if your face turned red."

Eun-chan targeted Si-ho. 

The girl, flushed a peachy tone, hiccupped and covered both cheeks with her hands. 

"Oh no, I'm caught..."

She reached for her glass. 

Her hand was stopped by the Executor's. 

"Black Rose."

The Executor, in a serious tone, declared as she looked at the two men. 

Before they could say anything, she quickly downed the drink in one gulp. 

"You're so cool, unni!"

Mi-ho clung to the Executor as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

She rubbed her cheek against the Executor's shoulder. 

"Just stay quiet."

The Executor pushed Mi-ho away. 

Her gaze remained fixed solely on the two men. 

"Black Rose, huh. I didn't see that coming."

Eun-chan squinted at the Executor, a faint smile on his lips. 

"Then it's my turn?"

"Go ahead."

Truthfully, neither of them was in their right mind anymore. 

They had already consumed over eight glasses of the bomb cocktail. 

Especially the Executor, who had drunk a total of eleven glasses, including earlier rounds. 

As a result, the killer's legs began to tremble noticeably. 

"Ha—I've been playing too long, and I'm running out of ideas."

"Then just pass your turn."

"I can't do that. It looks like we're both reaching our limits..."

Eun-chan scanned the woman in front of him from head to toe. 

Aside from her red eyes, she was stunningly beautiful. 

He thought he might even give up his team leader position just to date her. 

"Alright, how about this."

Eun-chan, with hazy eyes, spoke. 

"Fold your finger if you've ever killed someone."

The Executor froze at his words for a moment. 

Even her trembling legs stopped completely. 

"..."

She silently folded a finger. 

Then, she grabbed the Sobaek Mountain Range cocktail in front of her and drank it. 

The killer, wiping her lips with the back of her hand, asked the ranker. 

"And you? Have you?"

"Not yet."

At the word "yet," the air in the bar grew cold. 

The auntie dozing off in the kitchen corner opened her eyes. 

"My turn. Fold your finger if you've never made it into the top 10 rankings."

Eun-chan's eyebrow twitched. 

Annoyed by the slight to his pride, he grimaced and folded a finger. 

Then he took a drink. 

The sound of his glass slamming on the table was loud enough to echo. 

Soon, the ranker's brown eyes gleamed menacingly. 

"I'm a thug. Fold your finger."

But the Executor didn't fold her finger. 

The reaction prompted the association's team leader to ask irritably. 

"Why aren't you folding?"

"Why? Because I'm not a thug."

Her firm reply made Eun-chan tilt his head. 

Then, with a dangerous gleam in his eye, he questioned the killer. 

"That's strange..."

"I'm pretty sure I saw the name 'Executor' on the Ilshim list." 

"Didn't you recently injure two of our rankers and an assemblyman?"

He asked, resting his cheek on his hand. 

So, he did know after all. 

Even a rookie, once in a key position within the association, would eventually know. 

"So what? Are you going to do something about it?"

Still, the Executor wouldn't shrink back at such provocation. 

She was, after all, one of Ilshim's Four Serpents. 

"..."

At her question, Eun-chan chuckled. 

That chuckle soon turned into hearty laughter. 

"Of course not. Who would dare take on the Executor of Ilshim?"

Even as he laughed, the Executor's expression remained grim. 

Her ruthless aura didn't waver as Eun-chan maintained his smile. 

"I just find it fascinating that even a killer has 'precious people.'"

Eun-chan said this as he looked at the girl sound asleep. 

From her gestures urging them to leave earlier to the Black Rose cocktail. 

Being a sharp young man, he had already pieced together the relationship between the Executor and Si-ho. 

"She's quite adorable, that's for sure."

Eun-chan muttered as if regretful. 

"I don’t know why you ended up all the way in Sindang-dong, but..."

He slowly rose and gathered his already-passed-out friend. 

And then he gave the killer a low warning. 

"Consider it your luck to have run into me today. 

My seniors frequent this place often."

It was sincere advice. 

The killer, feeling the unspoken pressure, gripped her glass tightly. 

"If I were involved in something as wicked as you are, 

I wouldn’t walk around with someone precious."

He lifted the bar’s blinds. 

"I’m not saying this out of jealousy."

Before leaving, he delivered one last stab to the Executor's chest. 

"It’s just, that person could end up in danger because of me."

The two men's silhouettes gradually faded from the bar. 

The Executor silently watched them go. 

She mulled over Eun-chan's words, rolling them in her mouth. 

For all the evil deeds they had done themselves, they had the audacity to act so self-righteous. 

But... 

In this world, power is justice. 

As long as ranks one through five in Korea belong to the association, they are the absolute good. 

The Executor hiccuped. 

Each hiccup brought the smell of alcohol rising from her mouth. 

"Damn it..."

She looked down at Mi-ho, whose face was flushed red. 

Lightly shaking her shoulders, she tried to wake her. 

"..."

Mi-ho mumbled and shook her head. 

The sight made the Executor let out a long sigh. 

With no other choice, the killer hoisted her onto her back and left the bar. 

"You’re heavier than before..."

Gripping Mi-ho’s soft thighs, the Executor wandered through the night streets. 

She glanced around, searching for a place to stay for the night. 


  
    Chapter 67 Sobaek Mountain Range 2

    The heavy air and the stale lighting.  

The killer carrying the bartender stood in front of the counter.  

The woman, who was slightly tall for a female, lowered her head and asked the motel owner.  

“Do you have any rooms?”  

At those words, the owner, who was watching TV, turned his head.  

He glanced at Si-ho, who was being carried on her back.  

“There’s only a single-bed room left. Is that okay?”  

At his words, the Executor sighed deeply.  

After hesitating for a moment, she finally answered.  

“I’ll take that.”  

She adjusted Si-ho on her back with all her strength.  

Then, receiving the jingling key, she boarded the elevator.  

The door lock opened.  

The Executor staggered as she entered the motel living room.  

She dropped the heavy Si-ho onto the bed as if throwing her down.  

Her back, where she had been in contact with Si-ho, was already drenched in sweat.  

The killer immediately threw off her jacket.  

She fiddled with the clasp of her sweat-soaked bra.  

A hiccup escaped her.  

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she lit a lighter.  

Most of the motels had been fully booked, and it had taken 30 minutes to get here, during which she couldn’t suppress her craving to smoke.  

But just as she was about to light it, her gaze shifted to Si-ho.  

“...”  

Her entire body was tinged with a peach-like pink hue.  

The unguarded, loosely buttoned white shirt.  

Even though she wore slacks instead of a skirt, the curves of her thighs were clearly visible.  

Her chest, rising and falling with each breath, drew attention.  

Seeing that, the Executor stuffed the cigarette back into its pack.  

Instead, she slowly approached Si-ho.  

The killer’s hand reached for the bartender’s collar.  

Soon, her long fingers headed for the black mole on her chest.  

“...!”  

But at that moment, she abruptly stopped.  

Si-ho’s eyes, which she thought were closed in sleep, opened faintly.  

“Don’t get the wrong idea. I was just going to button you up.”  

Even at the killer’s words, the small bartender still looked startled.  

She avoided the killer’s gaze, covering her chest with her small hands.  

“Really...? Last time, you said you were just wiping me off too...”  

“That time was because you suddenly lunged at me.”  

At the mention of “last time,” the killer’s voice started to rise.  

The small creature before her had no memory of what she did but only remembered what was done to her, like a cunning being.  

The Executor, feeling embarrassed, moved away to the edge of the bed.  

The two of them kept their distance, awkwardly soaking in the motel’s atmosphere.  

“W-Why did we come to a motel?”  

“Why else? How could I carry you home at this hour?”  

“Is that so...”  

The small animal’s eyes darted around as if looking for a predator.  

Watching her, the Executor asked.  

“Is this your first time at a motel?”  

At her question, the bartender’s eyes narrowed slightly.  

Soon, Si-ho nodded shyly.  

“Yes...”  

The killer swallowed hard.  

She loosened her tie and coughed as if she had something caught in her throat.  

“Anyway, sleep here tonight... and figure out how to get home tomorrow.”  

The Executor looked at the front door.  

It seemed she was about to leave, as she draped her soaked jacket over her arm.  

“You’re leaving? At this hour?”  

Si-ho looked at her with a worried expression.  

Even though she was drunk herself, she worried about others first.  

“It’s dangerous. You don’t have a car, and there’s no one to come pick you up...”  

“If I stay here, you’ll be in danger too.”  

The Executor looked down at Si-ho with cold eyes.  

But the small bartender didn’t back down either.  

“Why would it be dangerous...?”  

“This is the Association’s territory. I’m officially their enemy.”  

The killer pointed to the motel floor with her long finger.  

“If you stay with me, you’ll be considered part of Ilshim. Then, you can forget about becoming the Potion Master you’ve always wanted to be.”  

The Executor leisurely got up and prepared to leave.  

Seeing this, Si-ho abruptly got up despite her dazed state.  

“It’s fine. The world isn’t all about that one thing, you know.”  

The small bartender yanked a thick motel blanket and quickly spread it on the floor.  

Then, as if to show off, she lay down flat on it.  

“Sleep on the bed. I’m comfortable on the floor.”  

She looked like a flying squirrel.  

The Executor chuckled at the sight.  

Who was worrying about whom now?  

But Si-ho wasn’t joking.  

As someone who once had a younger sister, she was more serious than anyone else.  

Wandering around alone late at night, there was no telling when or where a monster or robber might appear.  

Even for the Executor, having come here in her real body and drunk, there was no guarantee she wouldn’t get into trouble.  

Seeing Si-ho staring up stubbornly, the Executor eventually stopped walking.  

She sighed deeply and spoke to the squirrel.  

“Get on the bed. I’ll sleep on the floor.”  

“No, you carried me here, so you should rest on the bed...”  

“I’ll just leave then?”  

The killer cynically cut her off.  

At those words, the small girl quickly sat up.  

She hugged the pillow tightly and climbed onto the bed.  

She even smiled bashfully, as if proud that her persuasion had worked.  

So cunning.  

The Executor tossed her clothes onto a chair.  

Then she calmly lay down on the floor.  

Already heavily drunk, she didn’t have the energy to wash up.  

She simply used her hands as a pillow.  

“---.”  

The two women stared at the same ceiling.  

Si-ho counted the flower patterns embedded in the ceiling tiles.  

Was it because of her first motel experience or the events from a few days ago with the Executor?  

Her whole body shivered as she tightly hugged the pillow and counted up to 100 flowers.  

But soon, she forgot how many flowers she had counted.  

The Executor interrupted her.  

“Asleep?”  

“No...”  

Her entire body became sensitive at her single word.  

As if responding to her master’s command, she trembled.  

“I won’t come looking for you often anymore. Don’t contact me unless it’s business.”  

“Why all of a sudden...?”  

At the killer’s cold voice, Si-ho reflexively asked.  

“Do you remember the guy you flirted with earlier?”  

“Flirted? I’ve never done that.”  

“You played drinking games, touched him subtly, don’t you remember?”  

At the sudden question, Si-ho’s mind went blank.  

The bartender racked her brain to recall.  

Gradually, she began to remember the things she had done.  

Having never blacked out before, she didn’t know about drunken behavior.  

Realizing she had played around with men, her face stiffened.  

“That guy you flirted with? He’s a Ranker from the Association. If he had picked a fight with me, what do you think would’ve happened?”  

“...”  

“Every Ranker nearby would’ve swarmed us.”  

“You didn’t even do anything wrong...”  

Si-ho's murmuring words drew a scoff from the Executor.  

She covered her eyes with the back of her hand.  

“Why? Because I’m a bad person.”  

But soon, the killer removed the hand covering her eyes.  

She was irritated by what Si-ho had just said.  

“You’re not a bad person.”  

A firm, assured statement.  

The voice that had been crawling on the ground was, at that moment, loud and clear.  

Following that voice, the Executor looked at the bed with her red eyes.  

On it was a girl who had turned her head to look down at the floor.  

Her eyes were more serious than anyone else’s.  

The Executor met that gaze with indifference.  

“Do you remember the look on your face when we first met? You looked terrified, like you’d seen a ghost.”  

The killer spoke flatly, as if reminiscing about the past.  

But the small bartender immediately retorted.  

“That’s because you showed up as a scary dummy.”  

“What about when we first met at the office?”  

“That time...”  

Si-ho recalled their first meeting in person.  

Those vivid red eyes glimmering even under the warm sunlight.  

Her beautiful hair and sensual figure.  

And her human side, yearning for her father more than anyone else...  

“I was scared for a moment. But...”  

“When you showed me your family photo, I knew you were a warm person. I haven’t been scared since then.”  

The mention of the family photo caused the Executor’s eyes to waver slightly.  

She slowly drew in her outstretched legs.  

“Now, I actually like your eyes. They’re so beautiful.”  

Half of her face, hidden behind the bed, smiled softly.  

That smile made the Executor’s eyebrow twitch.  

It was a first.  

No one, not even her father, had ever told her that her eyes were beautiful.  

The killer’s lips twitched at the thought.  

Her life had been a series of hardships.  

In the harsh organization, where even indifference felt like kindness, emotions had become dulled.  

But in front of this girl, those hardened emotions melted away.  

Like when her father warmly welcomed her after a grueling modeling job.  

In this grim world, this girl made her feel alive again.  

“So don’t blame yourself too much. Even if everyone calls you a villain, you’ll always be a good person to me.”  

Si-ho stretched her limp arm into the air.  

The Executor stared blankly at that arm.  

A good person...  

The Executor had experienced a few short relationships.  

But in all those instances, she had never been told she was a “good person.”  

Who would’ve thought she’d first hear those words from a girl she’d only known for two months?  

An untainted, beautiful smile.  

It was so lovely that she felt guilty about savoring it.  

That feeling soon turned into fear.  

The fear of losing this being to the world again.  

Perhaps because of that possessiveness, the killer raised her languid body.  

She staggered and climbed onto Si-ho’s bed.  

“W-Why are you...?”  

Si-ho hugged her pillow tighter at the looming shadow.  

The killer casually knocked the pillow aside.  

She grabbed Si-ho’s necktie roughly, like a leash.  

“Don’t you have any sense of caution?”  

Pulled by the leash, Si-ho found herself close enough to feel the Executor’s breath.  

The faint scent of alcohol lingered as the killer’s lips moved.  

“I’ve killed dozens of people with these hands. I’m a killer.”  

Despite her detached words, Si-ho didn’t falter.  

She looked up at the Executor resolutely and spoke.  

“Even so... you’re not a bad person.”  

In this ruined world, who hasn’t taken a life?  

There were likely very few among the Rankers.  

“You’ve always come to save me when I was in danger. Always in your real body, not as a dummy...”  

At the word “real body,” the Executor’s face twisted.  

The sensual memory of that day resurfaced.  

“Don’t get the wrong idea. I only came to you as a business partner...”  

Trying to shake off the memory, the Executor muttered.  

But when it didn’t leave her mind, she raised her voice instead.  

“That’s why you need to stop acting all innocent. If you get kidnapped again...”  

The girl with the leash tilted her head.  

She furrowed her brow and whispered.  

“If I do... you’ll come save me again, right?”  

Her softly glowing eyes in the dark motel room.  

The faint floral scent tickled the Executor.  

Her focus blurred as Si-ho’s breath reached her ears.  

She muttered to herself.  

“See... you’re flirting again.”  

At those chilling words, the mischievous smile disappeared from Si-ho’s face.  

She looked flustered, wondering if she had misspoken.  

But it was already too late.  

Si-ho’s provocative question had unleashed the desires that had been suppressed since that day.  

“Do you always smile so seductively at others too?”  

The killer’s hand roughly grabbed Si-ho’s chin.  

“With this promiscuous body of yours.”  

The Executor’s gaze roamed over Si-ho’s plump figure.  

She soon realized why she felt the urge to torment Si-ho.  

In this dangerous world, she smiled easily at others, and was kind to them.  

Even flashed those alluring smiles that led people astray.  

How utterly insolent.  

The Executor felt her body heating up.  

And Si-ho was no different.  

Her heart pounded wildly, as if her body remembered that day.  

The eerie sensation that clung to her body swelled like the mucus smeared on her in Chinatown.  

Both of them had already been addicted to Wi Cheong-san’s drug.  

The killer gasped heavily, murmuring.  

“I need to teach you a lesson. So you never flirt again.”  

White breath tickled Si-ho’s nose.  

Droplets of saliva dripped from the killer’s mouth.  

“W-Wait... We’re both women. This is wrong...”  

Si-ho murmured in a plaintive voice.  

But that voice only sounded like that of a female expecting to be claimed.  

“Shut up.”  

Before she could finish her excuse, the leash was yanked violently.  


  
    Chapter 68 Sobaek Mountain Range 3

    “...!”
Si-ho lets out a pained moan from the shock.
Soon, the sound is muffled.
As Executor's tongue invades through the gap.
Her dense tongue wraps around Si-ho’s like committing an assault.
Si-ho gasps for air, choked.
Executor breathes for her through her mouth instead.
It was just a kiss.
But Si-ho shuddered all over as if she might crack.
Because her body remembers.
The full-body manipulation and training from Chinatown.
The subtle engravings of seductive smiles, touch, and mannerisms taught by Madame Seon-hwa after being fed a drug.
That instinctively made her act like a vixen without knowing.
That first kiss after such days was electrifying enough to awaken everything.
Si-ho’s body heated up as if waiting for this moment.
As their tongues tangled more, the dazed girl made a seductive face.
Unable to resist, she knelt and obediently received her master’s kiss.
After kissing for nearly two minutes.
Executor laid the dazed girl down on the bed like giving a drug.
She wipes the drool from Si-ho’s mouth with the back of her hand.
And then slowly climbed over her.
Si-ho, just like that time, looked up at Executor with her arms pinned to the bed.
But there was a clear difference from then.
Expression.
Unlike the desiring fox from before, she looked utterly wronged.
“Why... are you doing this... it was the drugs back then...”
Si-ho murmured as if trying to convince a killer.
But the more she did, the more sarcastic Executor’s face became.
“You should have behaved yourself. It’s because you seduce everyone around that this happens.”
Executor slowly covered Si-ho’s body.
Sister fully pressed her body with both hands on her younger sister’s back.
The ample breasts she saw in Chinatown.
She had thought of them countless times since escaping.
Now enjoying those breasts, Executor buried her nose with all her might and breathed in.
Thanks to that, Si-ho trembled all over from the warm breath.
The killer who inhaled the girl's scent approached Si-ho’s lips again.
Executor gently brushed her long hair behind her ear.
She tells Si-ho once more.
“Give up and accept it. There’s no Anna coming to save you now.”
Executor said that and lightly bit Si-ho’s plump lips.
Her sharp fangs graze the lips as if warning that she could kill her at any moment.
At the same time, her long fingers delve between the buttons of Si-ho’s shirt.
And slowly, they slipped under her bra, reaching her breasts.
At that moment, Si-ho clenched her thighs.
Though drunk, she was much more sober than when marinated in drugs.
But Executor did not stop.
She seemed to have waited just for this moment, voraciously digging into Si-ho’s breasts, eventually finding the nipple.
The nipple, softly circled as if drawing a circle, gradually stiffened until it stood erect just like that time.
Reminiscing the training and pleasure from back then.
The killer unhooked Si-ho’s bra for her erect breasts.
And forcefully pressed down her resisting hands, completely stripping her.
Even lying down, her breasts stood pertly.
So sensitive and hard.
Executor started licking Si-ho’s nipples just as she had done to her.
As the hardened nipples were tormented, Si-ho let out sounds she had never made before, like a female in heat.
She hated to admit it but covered her own mouth with the back of her hand.
However, the first pleasure as a sober woman was too vivid.
Thighs twitching and a chilling sensation.
The feeling of wanting to be dominated by someone as a female.
Feeling the danger of this feeling, Si-ho murmured for it to stop.
She felt like she might never be able to go back if this pleasure was imprinted on her body.
She might live on as a lewd girl forever.
But her first master just chuckled as if amazed.
Executor covered her murmuring mouth with her tongue again.
Continuing to lick her breasts.
A deep kiss that felt like suffocation followed.
Then, Si-ho clamped her thighs shut, trembling under the breath being forced on her.
Executor already knew from the few kisses before.
Si-ho’s weakness was her mouth.
The female, now turned into one, also utilizes what she learned from Si-ho.
“No need to tie you up now.”
Drool dripping from her mouth, Executor murmured as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
Because the sight of Si-ho, as seen in Chinatown, was becoming lewd again.
Forced to become a vixen, she narrowed her eyes and panted heavily.
At that sight, Executor’s nipples hardened and she immediately proceeded to the next step.
To completely revert her back to that Mi-ho from that time.
Her sweat-moistened fingers gradually moved towards her slacks.
Fingers that settled in the crotch began to rub lightly.
Si-ho tried to clench her thighs to defend.
But Executor, as if she had practiced, skillfully secured the resisting thighs.
“What’s this…”
Executor smirked.
She didn’t rub much before she started pulling down Si-ho’s pants.
And then saw her underwear, soaked black.
“Were you actually looking forward to this?”
Executor smirked seductively as she looked at the girl.
Si-ho’s face flushed red as she frantically shook her head.
“No... I didn’t want to know about this kind of thing at all...”
“What’s not to know, you perverted masochist.”
Seeing her denial, Executor’s red eyes stretched thin.
She then starts the marking work she couldn’t do in Chinatown.
Like a snake, her long tongue slowly descends between the legs.
Towards the place where the heat is rising.
Soon, her dense and moist tongue touches there.
Starting from the very top of the vulva, slowly tormenting in a circle, Si-ho suddenly screams.
A voice one might hear in an adult video, though she never intended to make such frivolous sounds.
By then, she had developed into such a masochistic woman in Chinatown.
And finally, the true value of that development is manifested.
Her body, paralyzed like, sticks to the bed, only her waist rigidly erect.
Then, eventually, her legs stiffen up to her crotch.
Then, Executor, continuing to lick, suddenly thrusts her tongue in.
And attaches her lips, sucking on the vulva as if devouring it.
“---!”
Even shaking her hips around was useless.
From the face of Executor completely stuck to her and her vulva, pleasure poured out, and Si-ho could only whimper in rhythm.
Soon, her calves rise.
Toes pointed as the crotch rises, finally.
Dense love juice bursts out.
Certainly not as intense as when smeared with drugs.
Just in a drunken state.
But in reality, the remaining drugs in her body and the past bitch training were secretly changing Si-ho’s body.
Into the lewdest girl of all.
“Why...”
Executor, with love juice smeared all over her face, wore an ecstatic expression.
Realizing that the girl also desired what she was doing, her body heated up even more.
“That’s why you shouldn’t have seduced someone evil like me.”
As her vulva twitched, she petted it as if looking at a pet.
Soon, Executor lightly rubbed a finger between the lips.
At that, Si-ho let out a pained moan, trembling.
Just rubbing brought such climax-level pleasure.
Indignant at her enjoying that level of pleasure alone, Executor continuously moved her finger.
The flowing white love juice acts as a lubricant.
Calmly moving her finger, she gradually started to push it in.
But soon, Executor frowned at the vulva that was pushing her finger out.
“You... you’ve never masturbated?”
Si-ho could not answer.
Just murmuring like a child, she simply nodded.
At that, Executor smiled slightly.
She seemed pleased to have conquered this girl before anyone else.
And soon, she smiles widely, whispering to Si-ho beneath her.
“You’ll be doing this every week from now on.”
It was two fingers.
Two fingers slid into the vulva, pushing deeply as if sliding in.
The vulva, sufficiently loosened by suction, mistook the fingers for a phallus entering for mating.
Thanks to that, it began to submit little by little to the shape of the fingers.
One finger goes in, and soon two fingers.
Then three fingers.
Eventually, as the long fingers completely burrowed in, Si-ho swung her hips around.
But her resistance only heightened the stimulation.

Soon, as if on the verge of climax, Si-ho started to stiffen her waist again.

Then, Executor shook her head.

Slowly, she pulled her fingers out about two knuckles' worth—right before climax.

Like stopping just before a sneeze, Si-ho’s expression hardened.

To her, Executor whispered,

"Who said you could go again?"

"..."

“Know this, you won’t get to go until you say you want to.”

Executor always had one annoyance with Si-ho.

Pretending to be ignorant of all things erotic while captivating others.

Always seducing herself but making it seem like those who approached were the villains.

Now, it was time to make her more honest.

The crotch that had been on the brink of climax began to cool slightly.

Then, with a sly smile, Executor slowly pushed her fingers back into the vulva, stiffening it again, then pulling them out—repeating this ten times.

Thanks to that, Si-ho finally spoke.

Between teeth, drool stretching, she spoke with a lewd voice she had never used before,

"Please... stop it... I think I'm becoming weird..."

To which Executor coldly replied,

"Then ask me to let you go."

Si-ho shook her head at her indifferent sister's face.

She couldn't understand why she was doing this to her.

"I don't want to..."

"So be it."

The fingers entered again, more maliciously this time.

A careless remark only led to more torment.

This time it wasn’t just deep.

The basic was three knuckles of fingers entering...

The fingers started to bend inside.

The sensation of pressing against the vaginal walls made Si-ho’s lower abdomen quiver.

Then, Executor turned her fingers 180 degrees and slowly pressed her cheek against that lower abdomen.

Listening to her body’s twitching sounds as if hearing a fetus.

The only woman Si-ho knew from the past was Ji-soo noona.

Perhaps because she had only seen her devoted to swordsmanship, in plain attire, and noble.

She was almost unaware that women masturbate too.

Let alone such detailed and erotic self-pleasure.

Thus, after possession, she lived without paying much attention to his vulva.

But knowing such pleasure might erase her last senses as a man.

And complying with this, her big toe stiffened again.

Enough to withstand the weight of Executor’s head.

By now, something more important than what she was as a man had emerged for her.

The first enjoyment of pleasure as a bitch.

“Come…”

“What did you say?”

Teasing the murmuring her, Executor swirled her fingers around.

Soon, the girl, with drool dripping from her mouth, spoke with a pained voice,

“Please let me come...”

“What should you say?”

With trembling lips, Si-ho muttered.

Listening closely, Executor leaned in to hear,

“Please let me come, master...”

The words she had longed to hear all her life hit her ears.

Then, Executor’s red eyes sparkled with joy.

“Well done.”

A good child deserves a reward.

The loosened two fingers began to move.

Soon, they burrowed deep enough for the palm to touch the crotch.

Thanks to that, Si-ho’s crotch could stiffen again.

From the calves to the tips of her toes.

Completely arched, her vulva eventually spurted out dense love juice.

Perhaps because of the 10 times she held back, it was quite refreshing.

The first climax was transparent, but.

After ten torments, the second climax brought out an opaque white.

Moreover, within that liquid floated pinkish oil.

The last of the drugs remaining in her body.

Eventually, it completely escaped from Si-ho’s body.

Executor looked down at it as if it was a pity.

Si-ho was utterly drained, clinging to the bed.

Slowly, Executor approached her.

She tugged on the leash.

As if obeying, Si-ho also raised her body.

The next step was simple.

A reward kiss.

Si-ho opened her mouth following the pulled leash.

And with a lewd face, she gazed up at her master like a puppy expecting a reward.

Soon, she meekly accepted the incoming tongue and closed her eyes.

Savoring the bitter and dense taste, she hummed.

After a few caresses, a long drool stretched between the two sisters’ tongues.

Executor pulled the half-closed-eyed Si-ho towards her ample breasts.

“From now on, don’t wag your tail at anyone but me.”

She stroked Si-ho’s head like a baby.

The little bartender murmured, smelling Executor’s body scent,

“Yes…”


  
    Chapter 69 Fried Rice With Eggs 2

    "---."

The sound of the refrigerator fills the quiet studio apartment.

Light slowly enters through the curtains.

Lying in bed, I blankly watched the dust floating in the light.

I don't want to think about anything.

The moment I start to think, the events of yesterday surge like a high tide, cluttering my mind.

I only wish the sensations of that day would disappear quickly.

Even now, the thought of it makes my lower belly twitch.

Twitching to the point of tickling, and tickling to the point of burning hot, I can't bear it.

I lay there powerless, clutching my thighs.

Due to my developed body, below became uncontrollably wet.

My fingers twitched as if they wanted to mimic the fingers of the Executor who toyed with me.

I'm really scared that I might end up doing that thing every week, just like she said.

To prevent it, I put my fingers in my mouth and bit down hard.

But even as I bit, the sensual face of the Executor kept coming to mind.

The next day, when I woke up, I thought the Executor had left irresponsibly.

But she was still there when I woke up.

Around her waist, clad only in a bra, was a large snake tattoo.

She nonchalantly came back from the balcony where she had been smoking.

And she gave me a cleanser, silently teaching me how to use it.

But such advice didn’t enter my ears at all.

Instead, it just made me feel more vividly like a lewd woman.

A pleasure of a completely different kind that I had never felt as a man.

The moment I felt it, I realized an irreversible reality.

That I'm no longer Do-hyun, but Si-ho, who delights just by being touched between the legs.

After returning home alone, I lay down just to forget that fact.

I don't want to do anything.

I ignored all calls from the Executor.

A little... tired.

I spent the whole morning like that, and soon noon arrived.

"..."

I hear the sound of shoes in the hallway.

It must be someone from the next apartment.

Thinking that, I closed my eyes.

But soon, I had to open them again.

The clear footsteps had stopped right in front of our house.

"---!"

Someone is knocking on the front door.

Why, when there's a perfectly good doorbell...

The violent knocking made my body involuntarily shrink.

I swallowed deeply and slowly got up.

Could it be the Executor?

Did she come because I didn't answer the phone?

Not to punish me like yesterday, right?

Just the thought made my lower belly flutter.

"..."

As I didn't respond, the knocking quickly subsided.

And then...

The sound of metal clashing began to come from the direction of the doorknob.

I soon realized what that meant.

Someone is picking the lock.

Sweat runs down my spine.

I hurriedly got up my slumped body and ran to the entrance.

I have to lock it.

Before it's forcibly opened.

Staggering, I just reached the shoe cabinet.

Just as I reached out to put the metal bar in place.

Intense sunlight began to pour in from outside.

At that moment, I stiffened up, noticing a dark shadow.

"..."

Sigh...

The moment I realized the identity of the shadow, I deeply exhaled.

"Anna... you scared me..."

Beautiful white hair and pale eyes.

Anna looked down at me expressionlessly, wearing only a black jacket over a sleeveless top.

In her hand was a pin.

My God, did she pick the lock with just that little skewer?

She must have learned well from Sun-ye.

"I thought you were dead since there was no response."

"That's not the case..."

I clutched my disheveled hair and groped the wall.

Anna just stared at me intently.

"Are you okay?"

Is she actually worried about me now?

Surprised by her unexpected reaction, I turned my head.

Then Anna quietly stared at my pale face with dark circles.

Having laid down all day, I really looked like a mess.

"Yeah... I'm fine."

I gave her a slight smile.

Anna closed the door and leisurely followed me into the room.

The killer calmly looked around my room.

Unlike other girls, my house didn't have a fragrant smell.

Because the faint drug scent that had been on my body was completely gone.

"Should I get you something to drink?"

"No, it's okay. Seeing you like this, it seems hard to tell you my feelings today."

Ah, right.

I was supposed to teach Anna how to live like other people today.

I had completely forgotten.

I sat down on the bed and briefly organized my thoughts.

Should I go out with her now?

Hesitating because of my tired body, Anna made a decision on her own.

"I'll just go. You seem sick."

I look sick?

I guess you can't fool a killer.

I fiddled with my trembling arms.

And I intently watched Anna getting ready to leave.

If she leaves, I'll be alone again.

And in this darkness, I'll struggle madly to forget the sensations of yesterday.

For minutes, hours, maybe even a day, or a week.

What if I completely break down?

The thought of calling the Executor 'Master' and sticking out my tongue makes my body tremble.

Just imagining that scene made my lips part.

"Uh, Anna..."

My words burst out instinctively, and Anna suddenly turned her head.

Her vacant, murky eyes stared intently at me.

But today, those eyes seemed peaceful to me.

Like a calm, unruffled lake.

"I'm sorry... can you stay with me for a while?"

Anna didn't react immediately to my words.

She blinked slowly, trying to understand the meaning.

"Just for a little bit... just for a moment..."

I tried to smile with my drooping eyelids.

At that decadent smile, Anna finally slowly nodded.

I tapped the bed lightly.

Then Anna gracefully sat down there.

"..."

Like a doll, she sat silently, not even a breath audible.

But just having her sit beside me felt somehow comforting.

Like having a silent, long-known friend by my side.

If the Executor feels like a dependable boyfriend, Anna feels like a childhood friend.

Finally, I breathed comfortably.

For the first time in a while, I fully enjoyed her sweet soap scent.

Relaxed, I slowly leaned my head on her shoulder.

And let all the tension go until my cheek was pressed against it.

Since then, in my house, the sound of the refrigerator running.

And the warm sound of children kicking a ball outside.

"Is something wrong?"

"No... just a bit depressed."

I closed my eyes and spoke leisurely.

Then Anna tilted her head and rested her cheek on top of my head.

"Depressed?"

"Yeah... right, you probably don't know what being depressed means."

Calmly, an explanation about 'depression' begins from her elongated cheek.

"It's like feeling left alone in this vast world... being in a state where no one can understand me is what I think depression is."

"Is that so..."

Anna murmured with her cheek pressed against my head.

Perhaps such vague expressions won't immediately make her understand.

Anna is that rational and cold-blooded killer after all...

But the answer she returned was completely unexpected.

"I think I understand a bit."

Anna blinked her eyes, looking at the sink where water droplets were dripping just like me.

Soon, she asked me.

"Did the Executor make you sad?"

The name of the Executor came out indifferently, making me flinch.

Just hearing her name makes my body heat up.

Like a puppy called by its master.

"No, that's not it... but how did you know I was with the Executor?"

As I asked, Anna answered with vacant eyes.

"Her bitch's perfume smells on you."

At her words, I instinctively raised my wrist.

I quickly put my nose to it and sniffed.

Strange.

I don't smell anything in particular...

"Shall I kill you?"

"No, no... the Executor is my master... no, my friend."

I almost misspoke.

My body became sensitive every time her story came up, so I coughed to cover it.

"Anna."

"What?"

"Let's just stay like this."

I murmured a line someone had said to me.

Fortunately, Anna didn't press me for a reason.

We just leaned on each other's bodies and spent a few minutes.

But... the silence didn't last long.

My foolish body was the problem again.

"---."

Maybe it's because I've been lying down all day without eating anything.

My stomach made a gurgling noise.

"Are you hungry?"

Anna asked.

Embarrassed, I wrapped my arms around my stomach and bowed my head deeply.

And I shook my head so vigorously that my disheveled hair flew.

"No... I'm okay."

"Being hungry is inefficient. It slows down your calculations and reduces action efficiency."

Analytically, Anna spoke logically.

That's not the problem...

I pondered for a while on how to explain it to this fool.

But in the meantime, Anna got up and headed to the refrigerator.

Soon, she was holding eggs and onions.

Could it be...

"I'll borrow the kitchen."

She took off her jacket.

Then, her firm and smooth shoulders and arm muscles were revealed.

Not bulging, but a sleek and beautiful form.

I involuntarily salivated at the sight.

At that moment, I tightly closed my eyes.

Surely the drug had left my body.

But why am I having these strange thoughts...

I tried to meditate all day, just because of a sleeveless...

"Really, I'm not hungry..."

"I'm hungry."

Anna declared definitively, tying an apron around her.

I was momentarily stunned, and she turned her head and silently started to cook the rice.

Thus, for the first time in my life, I watched a killer wearing an apron.

Surprisingly, her cooking was very skilled.

As if she had eaten fried rice from me once and then lived on it for the rest of her life.

Soon, a steaming golden fried rice was placed in the middle of the table.



Rating: ★★★★ (Epic)

Effect: Restores 60% of the consumer's energy.

Information: Fried rice made with simple ingredients at home.

Although the ingredients are ordinary, the internet recipe was almost exactly replicated, creating perfect fried rice.

A flawless dish steeped with the meticulousness of a killer.

The fragrant smell of onions filled the house.

I too swallowed my saliva at the aroma.

Anna, unconcerned about me, picked up a spoon.

And she quietly ate the fried rice she had served on her plate.

I glanced at Anna from time to time.

Then, the killer paused her spooning for a moment and silently brought out another plate.

"Eat if you want."

At her words, I hesitantly approached the table.

And I cautiously sat down on the chair.

Four-star fried rice...

It had a higher rating than the one I made last time.

Probably thanks to her perfect replication of the recipe from the internet.

I imagined Anna reading the recipe with her murky eyes.

Just thinking about it...

Cute.

Maybe because I imagined that scene.

Without realizing it, the corners of my mouth turned up.

"Then, I'll just taste it..."

I scooped up some fluffy fried rice with a spoon.

And slowly savored it in my mouth.

The sweet onions and eggs melted deliciously.

My goodness... it's so delicious...

Maybe when it comes to fried rice, Anna might be better than senior Ji-wook.

When I had swallowed a couple of spoonfuls.

Suddenly, I felt a piercing stare from the front.

"Why are you playing hard to get when you eat so well?"

"Uh...?"

By the time I came to my senses, the fried rice on the plate was almost gone.

When did I eat it all...

That reminded me of the day I made fried rice for Anna.

She initially resisted, calling it inefficient food, but ended up eating it all.

So this is how it feels...

A deep sigh escaped me.

It wasn't a sigh of denial.

It was a sigh of relief, like returning home.

Maybe it's because I hadn't had a home-cooked meal in a long time, but my chest felt warm.

That warmth soon rose up my throat and heated my eyes.

Why am I like this...

I couldn't bear the wavering in my eyes.

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand as I sobbed.

"Are you okay? Are you sick again?"

"No... I don't know..."

Why I've become so teary.

Why I've become so sensitive.

"Anna, do I seem like a girl to you too?"

Anna tilted her head at the absurd question.

Surely she would scold me for asking such a foolish question.

Denying the appearance of a girl as it is would be impossible.

The response from the rational Anna was predictable.

"What does it mean to be feminine?"

Surprisingly, she questioned my question.

That left me momentarily stunned.

"Uh...?"

What does it mean to be feminine...

"You're just you. You can't be defined by such adjectives."

At that response, I paused my spooning for a moment.

I looked up at the beautiful woman from Russia.

She, having finished her plate, rested her chin on her hands and stared down at me.

With her cheek pressed, she said to me.

"Let's go out."

"Go out?"

Her sudden suggestion caught me off guard.

Anna responded calmly.

"It's not good to stay inside. It's inefficient."

At that moment, I felt it.

Her tone had softened a bit.


  
    Chapter 70 Ramune 1

    I perked up at her suggestion to go outside.  

But soon, I wilted at the thought of Executor's face.  

“But... Executor told me not to wander around recklessly...”  

For a moment, Anna's eyebrows twitched.  

She asked me in a subtly raised voice.  

“What does she have to do with you?”  

I couldn’t answer her question.  

I just lowered my head and fidgeted.  

“Are you her property?”  

“Well...”  

At the word “property,” I bowed my head deeply.  

My whole body suddenly felt itchy, and I hunched over.  

“If she’s the problem, I’ll just kill her.”  

The killer said while putting on her jacket.  

She looked ready to storm off to Ilshim immediately, so I hurriedly stopped her.  

“Ah, okay! I’ll go, alright...”  

Imagining a fight between two killers made my head spin.  

To prevent such a scenario, I had no choice but to hastily slip on my shoes.  

The warm midday sunlight painted the apartment hallway.  

I followed Anna down the stairs.  

“...”  

The killer stopped abruptly at the apartment entrance.  

She looked around for a moment before asking me.  

“So, where do we go?”  

We had come outside, but Anna had no particular plan.  

Right, it was me who suggested teaching her emotions...  

“Well, let’s head to the main road first.”  

To enjoy anything, heading to the main road was a must.  

There wasn’t much to do in this apartment complex.  

We walked aimlessly toward the main road.  

Soon, an eight-lane street bustling with cars came into view, with various shops lining the sides.  

“There are no taxis...”  

In this age of anarchy, catching a taxi was incredibly difficult.  

Not only were there few of them, but most were reserved for middle-class ride calls.  

Anna lightly tapped my shoulder.  

She pointed to a building with her finger.  

The sunlight made it hard to see the building’s sign.  

Squinting, I spotted the massive emblem attached to the building.  

A beautiful pentagon-shaped shield.  

No way, is that...  

“Porsche...?”  

“Looks like we can buy a car there.”  

What is she even saying right now?  

Buy a Porsche just because there are no taxis?  

“Uh, Anna, if we wait a little longer, a taxi will show up...”  

Before I could finish my sentence, Anna headed straight for the building.  

Her pace was so fast that I hurried after her.  

Even in an age of anarchy, you could still buy foreign cars.  

High-ranking people, like Executor with her Jaguar, had access to them.  

But Porsche was a different story.  

While a Jaguar could be bought for around 100 million won, a Porsche’s current price would be whatever the seller demanded.  

Inside the building, a man dressed impeccably in a suit greeted us.  

His refined demeanor alone proved just how high-end Porsche was.  

“Do you have a reservation?”  

He politely asked us.  

But Anna ignored him and headed straight for the showroom.  

The startled look on the dealer’s face was evident.  

I bowed my head in apology on her behalf.  

“I’m sorry. We didn’t make a reservation...”  

“It’s alright. How can I assist you today?”  

I hesitated for a moment at his question.  

No way she’s actually planning to buy something, right?  

“W-We’re just looking around. Haha...”  

At the word “looking,” the man’s expression stiffened briefly.  

But as a professional, he quickly nodded.  

“Understood. I’ll guide you.”  

I leisurely followed him toward the cars.  

  

Grade: ???  

Info: A stunning black sports car. A 2022 model, but since the Gate Incident, no newer models have been released, making it one of the latest. With Porsche imports no longer possible, its price is whatever one can pay.  

Anna stared intently at the car, seemingly captivated.  

I nervously inched closer to her.  

“This car, at a glance...”  

The sleek exterior seemed overwhelmingly expensive, almost frightening.  

I clung to Anna’s arm, intimidated by the aura.  

“How much is this?”  

Unlike me, Anna straightforwardly asked the dealer about the price.  

A middle-aged main dealer, bald and wearing glasses, approached us slowly.  

He adjusted his glasses and looked us over from head to toe.  

“You probably won’t be able to afford it.”  

With his hands behind his back, he spoke in an arrogant tone, particularly looking down on me.  

He seemed bothered by my disheveled appearance from running out of the house earlier.  

An oversized T-shirt hanging to my hips, shorts peeking underneath, disheveled hair, and dark circles.  

Anyone could tell I didn’t look like someone wealthy.  

In a showroom like this, I might as well be a sales deterrent.  

Feeling intimidated by the cold stare, I leaned further into Anna’s arm.  

“This model is the most valuable one in our store.”  

The middle-aged dealer cleared his throat and adjusted his suit collar.  

Anna, seemingly annoyed by his arrogant demeanor, finally took her eyes off the car.  

Then she stared at the dealer with hollow eyes.  

Noticing her unsettling gaze, the dealer hesitated before finally revealing the price.  

“320 million won. Installments are not possible, cash only...”  

“...”  

Anna didn’t respond to his words.  

The main dealer laughed casually, as if to say, “I knew it.”  

“Well, it’s a one-of-a-kind car in Korea. Not just anyone can afford it.”  

He shrugged his shoulders and casually walked around the car.  

The dealer then offered something to the shabby-looking me and the killer in her worn-out jacket.  

“Would you like to have a coffee while you’re here?”  

“Sounds good.”  

I quickly interjected before Anna could do anything drastic.  

Linking my arm with hers, I guided her calmly to the sofa.  

“Anna, let’s just have some coffee and leave. It’s way too expensive.”  

I whispered to her softly.  

She looked down at me intently and spoke.  

“We need a car.”  

She reached into her jacket pocket.  

Soon, a black credit card appeared between her pale fingers.  

“You.”  

Anna’s firm call made the main dealer freeze.  

His gaze fixated on the card the killer held.  

Moments later, hot coffee spilled from the cup he was holding.  

He was too startled to notice that he had burned his fingers.  

What’s going on...?  

Why is everyone making a fuss over one credit card?  

“I-I’m terribly sorry for not recognizing a VIP...”  

Forgetting about his burnt hand, he hurriedly approached Anna.  

Bowing deeply, he apologized sincerely.  

“Can we try it?”  

“Of course. Gladly.”  

He transformed into a completely different person and personally opened the car door for her.  

Anna gestured for me to join her as she got into the driver’s seat.  

Seeing her receive such a royal treatment, like Executor, felt strange.  

I followed her in a daze, taking the passenger seat.  

The soft, comfortable leather seats embraced me.  

“Oh my god...”  

The car’s elegant exterior matched its luxurious interior, resembling a private jet.  

Any guy would dream of owning such a car at least once in their life.  

I clasped my hands, careful not to leave a single smudge in the car.  

Anna, on the other hand, was bold.  

Like a seasoned driver, she fiddled with the steering wheel and pressed down on the accelerator.  

Then, the killer turned to me and asked.  

“What do you think?”  

“This car? It’s amazing. I’ve never been in a Porsche before.”  

“Is that so.”  

Anna nodded at my words.  

Then, she called the dealer and handed over the “black card.”  

“One payment.”  

Just three words.  

Those three words left me, the main dealer, and even the rookie dealer staring in shock.  

“R-Really?”  

“Yes.”  

Her resolute reply made me gulp nervously.  

I grabbed the killer’s arm and shook my head.  

 “Didn’t you hear the price...? It’s 320 million won...”  
 

Anna shook her head at my earnest plea.  

Then she pointed at me with her finger.  

"You said you liked it."  

"I like it, but not enough to buy it..."  

The dealer also nodded.  

Of course, he would prefer to sell it, but if the showroom lost this prized car, visitors would drop exponentially.  

In truth, he earned more from test drives than from selling cars.  

Despite his arrogant image, he, too, struggled to make ends meet in this harsh world.  

"Y-Yes, that's right. Why not at least take it for a test drive before deciding..."  

I frantically nodded along with the dealer.  

I knew Anna, as a professional killer, likely made decent money.  

But I couldn't tell if she was this wealthy to burn 300 million won or if her emotional detachment also extended to a financial sense.  

"Fine."  

Thankfully, Anna accepted the dealer's suggestion.  

He sighed in relief and handed over the car keys.  

"The test drive duration is 10 minutes."  

The short time made Anna shake her head.  

She stared at the dealer and instead made her own suggestion.  

"A day."  

"Isn't a day more like a rental than a test drive?"  

"Rental."  

The unexpected proposal made the dealer run his hand over his bald head.  

Leaving a 300-million-won car in someone else's hands... he seemed very reluctant.  

"That’s..."  

It felt like sending his precious daughter away for an overnight stay.  

He shook his head, clearly against the idea.  

But...  

"500,000 won."  

The dealer, momentarily stunned, began mentally calculating furiously.  

And before Anna could change her mind, he quickly accepted her card.  

"Here it is."  

He promptly handed over the keys.  

Then he hurried toward the counter.  

What just happened...?  

Spending 500,000 won just to rent a car for a day?  

While I stood there dumbfounded, the main dealer had a serious discussion with the rookie dealer.  

Their excitement was evident, as their voices were loud enough to reach me.  

"Are you really going to rent it out?"  

"Of course. They said 500,000 won for a day!"  

"But what guarantee do we have..."  

At the rookie dealer's concern, the main dealer smirked.  

He waved the card he held, trying to reassure him.  

"It's a black card. The credit is solid."  

"What exactly is a black card...?"  

"It's a card that only association assembly-level figures can get."  

Both dealers simultaneously glanced at the white-haired woman.  

The dealer muttered in a trembling voice.  

"Which means she’s at least a senior assembly member or someone close to them."  

The 100 assembly members who lead Korea.  

Among them, only 50 could own this 'black card.'  

The main dealer had dealt with countless wealthy individuals in his career.  

But it was his first time seeing this card in person.  

With trembling hands, he swiped the card through the reader.  

"The payment is complete. I hope you have a great time..."  

The dealer politely returned the card with both hands.  

Anna casually took the card and started the car.  

"Let's go."  

I slowly fastened my seatbelt.  

The black Porsche roared to life, glowing red all over.  

The vibration alone made my body heat up.  

It felt like my blood was boiling.  

It was like I had returned to my days as a man.  

The dealers hurriedly pressed a switch behind the car.  

What appeared to be a wall split open, revealing a back road connected to the parking lot.  

Anna stepped on the accelerator toward it.  

Soon, the wheels stirred with a roar I had never heard before.  

The Porsche passed through the parking lot and headed straight for the main road.  

Reaching the eight-lane street, the black beast soared down the middle.  

The overwhelming presence of the Porsche made other cars slow down and give way.  

My disheveled hair whipped wildly in the wind.  

I surrendered myself to the car speeding through the air.  

At first, I was terrified.  

Because of Anna's once-clumsy driving and the car's enormous value.  

But gradually, my lips curled into a smile.  

The gloom that had weighed on my body and mind peeled away with the wind.  

I reached out toward the open ceiling, savoring the speed.  

Anna, now seemingly skilled, navigated the roads effortlessly.  

Eventually, the Porsche arrived at an abandoned city.  

A desolate place perfect for enjoying a drive.  

Anna roamed through alleys, weaving this way and that.  

Then, she suddenly stopped in a quiet spot.  

"What's wrong, Anna?"  

I clutched my racing heart.  

I asked her, brimming with excitement as if I had returned to my manly self.  

"Now you try."  

She unbuckled her seatbelt and said.  

"Me, drive this car...?"  

Anna nodded expressionlessly.  

With trembling hands, I slowly got into the driver's seat.  

Driving a Porsche as my first attempt after becoming a woman...  

Awkwardly, I squirmed in the seat.  

Because of my reduced height, my feet couldn't even reach the pedals.  

Seeing this, Anna adjusted the seat height for me.  

Thanks to her, I managed to grip the steering wheel with trembling hands.  

I cautiously pressed the accelerator while in park.  

The car roared even while stationary.  

"Haha..."  

Amazing.  

The accelerator pressed down like pudding, and the roaring engine sound was fascinating.  

I looked at Anna sitting in the passenger seat, laughing endlessly.  

She looked at me with a blank expression and asked.  

"Are you enjoying yourself?"  

"Of course! When else would I ever get to drive a car like this!"  

I shouted as if it was obvious.  

Anna laced her fingers together and leaned back comfortably.  

"Go for it."  

"R-Really? But I don’t have a license."  

"It’s fine. I don’t have one either."  

My heart raced.  

All my attention focused on the road ahead.  

Carefully, I shifted the car into neutral.  
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    I stepped on the accelerator.  

"---!"  

As expected of a luxury car, the vehicle surged forward in an instant.  

Thanks to that, both of our bodies jolted.  

Embarrassed by the girlish scream that involuntarily escaped my lips, my face turned red.  

Anna stared at me, her eyes fixed on my hair sticking up like antennae.  

"You were just lecturing me about speed bumps..."  

"It’s just because it’s been a while!"  

To hide my embarrassment, I raised my voice instead.  

Hoping to shake off the awkward atmosphere, I stepped on the accelerator again.  

The black Porsche responded smoothly, gliding forward.  

40... 60... 100 kilometers per hour.  

I raced through the city at 100 kilometers per hour.  

Even when my body tilted sharply as I turned a corner, I found it thrilling.  

Soon, a row of long-abandoned factories came into view.  

I pressed down on the pedal, heading straight for them.  

The Porsche sped ahead as if it were about to smash through the factories.  

But I soon had to slow down.  

"---!"  

A sudden siren blared behind us.  

Startled by the sound, I almost hiccupped.  

"What, what’s going on...?"  

Anna turned to look behind the car, following my gaze.  

We quickly spotted a familiar black car we’d seen before at the department store.  

It was the Association's security team.  

What should I do?  

Why on earth is the security team here in this desolate area?  

I looked at Anna desperately.  

She merely shrugged her shoulders.  

"Want me to handle it?"  

Her resolute response made me sigh deeply.  

What was I even expecting from her?  

I had no choice.  

I’d have to deal with this myself.  

Come to think of it, we hadn’t really done anything wrong.  

All we’d done was rent the car fairly by paying for it.  

I flicked on the turn signal with my fingers.  

Then I slowly pulled over to the side of the road.  

Soon, the security team’s Sonata leisurely stopped behind us.  

The sound of a door closing was followed by a man in a bulletproof vest walking toward us.  

Wearing black sunglasses, he casually smoked a cigarette and rested his arm on the Porsche’s window frame.  

"This is the security team."  

He leisurely lowered his sunglasses, seemingly aware of his authority.  

Then he looked down at me, clearly not a natural fit for a car like the Porsche.  

"Yes... You’re working hard, I see."  

I forced a clumsy smile.  

The man glanced at Anna in the passenger seat and spoke indifferently.  

"The speed limit on this road is 60 kilometers per hour. You’ve clearly exceeded it by quite a bit."  

I scratched my messy hair awkwardly.  

Of all things, we had to run into the security team...  

"Well, I understand you might want to enjoy yourself in this abandoned city. But still..."  

He held out a large hand toward me.  

His hand bore numerous scars, a testament to his battles with many monsters.  

"This area is currently under suspicion of drug trafficking. So, I’ll need you to cooperate with an inspection."  

"In-inspection? This is our first time coming here..."  

He cut me off sharply, showing no interest in my excuses.  

"Let me see your driver’s license."  

At last, it had come to this.  

My face turned pale.  

This wasn’t just a matter of a fine.  

Considering that Anna, who was with me, was a top-priority fugitive, she’d be exposed too.  

I had to prevent us from being taken in at all costs.  

But how?  

The man yawned.  

He leaned one leg against the Porsche’s luxurious exterior, lightly stroking it.  

"If you don’t have one, you’ll have to come with me."  

I took a deep breath.  

Then I smiled calmly at the security officer.  

"Actually, I don’t have my license with me right now."  

Anna let out a long sigh at my honest admission.  

She reached into the inside pocket of her jacket, ready to subdue the officer.  

"Well, then, you’ll need to come with me..."  

I hurriedly interrupted him.  

And I began reciting the lines I’d prepared.  

"My license is with the car dealer right now."  

"Dealer?"  

His thick eyebrows twitched.  

I tilted my head shyly, ready to deliver the finishing blow.  

"Yes. Actually, we’re currently on a test drive."  

"..."  

"The dealer even recommended this area as a good place for a test drive. I had no idea there was any trouble here."  

The man kept his lips tightly shut, processing my lengthy explanation.  

Even with the clear motive of a test drive, he wasn’t quick to dismiss his suspicions.  

"If you don’t believe me, you could call the dealer to confirm."  

I calmly pulled out my phone and showed it to him.  

The officer stared intently at the blank screen.  

As his hand moved closer, my arm started trembling slightly.  

I didn’t even blink until he took the phone.  

"Well, no need. The license plate checks out as a test vehicle."  

He waved dismissively, as if he couldn’t be bothered.  

Instead, he tapped the car window frame and gave a warning.  

"Still, civilians are currently restricted from this area. Please conduct your test drive elsewhere."  

"Of course. We’ll leave right away."  

I nodded fervently.  

Then I quickly started the car again.  

Stepping on the accelerator, the car began moving, and I kept glancing at the man through the side mirror as we left.  

He didn’t return to his car immediately.  

He just stood there smoking, watching us leave.  

"Phew... That was close."  

I let out a sigh, gripping the steering wheel tightly with both hands.  

Anna finally removed her hand from her jacket pocket.  

"Your lies have improved."  

"How was my acting?"  

I smiled at the silver-haired woman.  

But she responded so bluntly that it made my grin fade awkwardly.  

"Not bad. If he were a rookie, he’d have called immediately."  

She wasn’t wrong.  

I’d gambled on the fact that he was a seasoned veteran.  

His bored demeanor, his casual attitude, and even his leisurely smoking.  

In truth, he seemed more interested in the Porsche than in our licenses.  

"So, where to next? Back to the dealership?"  

"What are you talking about? We paid 500,000 won; we can’t return it already!"  

I raised my voice in frustration.  

This girl’s obsession with money was the real issue here.  

"Hold on a second..."  

While driving, I looked around.  

Then my gaze landed on a large billboard attached to a tall shopping mall building.  

A spinning Ferris wheel and animal illustrations.  

It was only about 20 minutes away.  

The images made it easy for me to decide on our next destination.  

"Don’t worry, I know the perfect place for you to learn emotions."  

The car soon entered a spacious parking lot.  

Many passersby stared blankly at our Porsche.  

Some even moved their cars farther away from ours.  

Thanks to that, I managed to park easily despite my lack of skill.  

Anna got out of the passenger seat.  

In front of her stood a huge statue guarding the amusement park entrance.  

A statue of the inaugural ranker, Lee Seok-hyun.  

It was the ranker who had subdued Anna when her emotions were removed in the lab.  

I glanced at her with concern.  

Fortunately, she just stared up at the statue without showing much emotion.  

"Le-let’s go inside. There’s much more fun stuff in there."  

I quickly grabbed her arm and headed toward the amusement park entrance.  

Anna followed me reluctantly to the ticket counter.  

"Welcome to Royal Hunter Park!"  

An employee wearing bunny ears greeted us.  

She smiled brightly, looking down at me since she was taller.  

"Hello, two tickets, please."  

"May I ask how you two are related?"  

The staff member glanced back and forth between Anna and me.  

"Related...?"  

"Yes. If you’re a couple, we’re offering a 30% discount right now."  

"We’re not exactly..."  

I quickly covered Anna’s mouth.  

I smiled sheepishly at the staff and answered on her behalf.  
 
"We're a couple!"  

Anna's lips twitched beneath my palm, clearly annoyed by the string of lies.  

I whispered to her.  

"Come on... we already spent 500,000 today; we’ve got to save wherever we can."  

We each wore matching-colored wristbands for unlimited rides.  

I waved mine with a grin.  

"Is this your first time at an amusement park?"  

"Yeah."  

"Get ready. It’s going to be a lot of fun."  

Anna stared down at the small bartender.  

Soon, the petite attendant was bustling ahead across the lawn.  

Though I’d promised to help her regain her emotions, it was clear she was enjoying herself the most.  

"Anna, look at this!"  

I motioned to her from within the meadow.  

Anna strolled over leisurely with her hands tucked in her pockets.  

  

It was a meadow where rabbits released by the amusement park ran free.  

Perhaps it was because it had been so long since I’d visited an amusement park.  

My heart pounded with excitement.  

I found myself enchanted, chasing the rabbits nibbling on clovers.  

But the rabbits, to my disappointment, fled in all directions.  

It didn’t matter if I couldn’t catch them.  

Even watching them run was adorable.  

After all the depravity I’d experienced until now, this peaceful world felt unbearably beautiful.  

"Don’t run away, you guys!"  

I followed the rabbits carefully, nearly stumbling.  

Then I snapped out of it and looked around.  

"Huh?"  

Anna, who had been behind me, was nowhere to be seen.  

Where did she go...?  

"---!"  

Turning around, I nearly fell backward in surprise.  

Anna was suddenly standing right behind me, watching me intently.  

"You scared me..."  

She extended her hand toward me.  

In her grasp was a rabbit by its ears.  

The rabbit squinted its red eyes in distress.  

I hurriedly patted Anna’s hand.  

"Let it go. It’s hurting."  

Anna tilted her head quizzically but released the rabbit.  

The rabbit quickly bolted away.  

"Didn’t you want to catch it?"  

"No-, I just wanted to touch it... it looked so soft."  

I recalled the brief moment I’d touched the rabbit thanks to Anna.  

Its soft, plump body was unbelievably cute.  

"Soft?"  

"Yeah. Soft and squishy and..."  

As I spoke, my mind froze for a moment.  

Anna lightly pinched my cheek.  

"Soft."  

My hair stood on end involuntarily.  

I stammered like a broken machine.  

"Y-yeah..."  

"Soft."  

She repeated the word as if finding it amusing.  

My face flushed bright red, and I mumbled.  

"Um, c-could you stop now...?"  

"Soft."  

"Oh, come on... seriously..."  

My stretched cheeks made my voice drawl.  

It was only after Anna had her fill of tugging at my cheeks that she finally let me go.  

We sat in the meadow for a while.  

White butterflies fluttered about.  

We watched groups of people entering the amusement park.  

Soon, Anna, seeming bored, asked me.  

"So, are we just going to sit here?"  

"Why not? It’s nice."  

I leaned my head back, enjoying the fresh greenery.  

Anna followed suit, tilting her head back as well.  

"Ordinary people are strange. They enjoy things like this."  

For a moment, I stretched out my hand to the meadow.  

I gently plucked a clover.  

Was I fifteen at the time?  

My noona had made something for me with clover once.  

Remembering that, I decided to imitate her.  

"Anna, can I see your hand?"  

"What for?"  

"Here, a gift."  

I took her pale fingers and tied a flower ring around her fourth finger.  

"My noona could even make wreaths, but... that’s too hard for me."  

I grinned awkwardly, apologizing to Anna.  

But she didn’t respond.  

She simply stared at the ring I’d made for her.  

"Si-ho..."  

"Yeah?"  

"I’m thirsty."  

"Are you? Then I’ll go get us some drinks."  

There was a kiosk conveniently near the meadow.  

Anna had paid for the Porsche rental and the amusement park tickets.  

So I decided to buy the drinks, at least.  

I browsed the options carefully, my fingers trailing over the bottles, until one caught my eye.  

"Aqua Marine..."  

It was the color of the cocktail my noona once mentioned.  

The drink on the stand was the same vivid shade.  

"Excuse me."  

I called to the seemingly annoyed part-timer.  

He glanced down at me lazily.  

"What’s this drink? It’s all in Japanese."  

"It’s Ramune."  

"Ramune...?"  

When I asked again, the employee mumbled as if irritated.  

"It’s like Japanese soda."  

"Oh..."  

Soda, huh.  

It must be a safe flavor, then.  

I stared blankly at the pale blue bottle, almost mesmerized, and grabbed it.  

The color suited Anna perfectly.  

"That’ll be 20,000 won."  

"What...?"  

Why on earth was a soda 10,000 won a bottle?  

I bit my lip and handed over the crumpled bills.  

Well, Anna spent 500,000 for me today, so what’s 20,000...  

Carefully holding the Ramune to avoid shaking it, I returned to the meadow.  

From a distance, I saw Anna fiddling with something in her hands.  

"Anna...?"  

I glanced at the Ramune bottle, then at her.  

She swept back her silver hair, glinting in the sunlight.  

In her hands was a wreath made of clover.  

The Russian woman placed it on my head.  

"My gift to you."  
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    "Uh... Thanks for making it, but how long do I have to keep this on?"

I pointed to the garland on my head and spoke.

Anna, who was walking with me through the crowd, replied firmly with her hands in her pockets.

"Forever."

Surely, she doesn’t mean until I die, right?

It’s not a funeral wreath, after all.

Still, everyone keeps staring at my head, and it’s so embarrassing I could die.

Isn’t there a shopping bag or something I could use?

I looked around and suddenly stopped at one spot.

A bag.

The problem is, it’s not for sale—it’s a prize.

A black backpack displayed as the third-place prize at the shooting range.

The design looks like something my Jae-hee might have used in high school.

But even so, it’s far less embarrassing than walking around with this garland on my head.

I quickly linked arms with Anna.

"Anna, let’s do some shooting."

"Shooting? Why would you use that as a game?"

"Uh? Ordinary people usually play like that with toy guns."

I pointed to a young man holding a pistol for his girlfriend.

Anna also watched him with interest.

"Really? How curious. In my time, shooting was just a ‘means.’"

"A means...?"

Various dolls and prizes were displayed on the shelves.

I pulled her along toward the shooting range.

"Hello, sir. We’d like 20 shots, please."

To win the bag, which was the third-place prize, you had to hit at least 15 out of 20 shots.

It was quite a challenging difficulty level.

But don’t worry.

I was once a sharpshooter during training.

Even with a pistol, 15 shots should be no problem!

The owner handed us pistols attached to strings.

I cleared my throat and glanced at Anna.

"Shall I shoot first?"

"Go ahead."

"Get ready to be impressed. Most Koreans have experience with live shooting."

I held the pistol carefully with both hands.

Then I aimed seriously at the small dolls.

"---!"

With a light pop, the toy bullet shot forward.

But...

My face quickly turned pale.

"Why..."

Out of 10 shots, I only hit 5.

Seeing me like that, the owner of the shooting range chuckled.

"Hard, isn’t it? Pistol shooting isn’t as easy as it looks."

Now, there were only 10 bullets left.

I’d have to hit all of them to get the bag...

I looked up at Anna with a gloomy face.

She picked up the pistol, looked it over, and soon adopted a live-fire stance.

But her form was a bit unusual...?

Instead of extending her arms, she bent them and held the pistol close to her body and face.

The owner chuckled at her.

"Weaver stance."

The shooting range owner laughed, saying he’d seen it somewhere before.

He stood casually, curious to see the silver-haired foreigner’s skills.

But...

Anna soon put the pistol down again.

Then she turned to the owner and asked.

"I’d like to hit it with that instead."

The owner and I both turned our heads in the direction she pointed.

She was pointing at darts.

She wanted to hit the targets with darts instead of a gun?

The owner frowned at her suggestion.

After a moment of hesitation, he crossed his arms and agreed.

Even if the customer was a Hunter, hitting the targets with darts would still be tough.

At best, she might hit four out of ten...

Anna held the dart like a pitcher.

She extended her elbow and threw it with force.

"---!"

The dart struck the small rabbit doll’s body.

Another dart landed squarely on the fox doll’s forehead.

8 points.

10 points... 14 points...

Finally, the last shot.

Anna hit 9 out of the 10 targets in a row.

I couldn’t help but look up in awe at her incredible throwing skills.

The owner of the shooting range felt the same.

We both stared blankly at her white eyes fixed on the target.

How could she hit something so small...

Anna threw the final dart, hitting the red snake doll squarely in the neck.

The doll staggered and collapsed to the floor.

"1... 15 points..."

The owner muttered.

Anna immediately snatched the bag marked as the third-place prize.

Then she handed it to me in the bag.

But my gaze turned to Anna before the bag.

"That was amazing... I only hit five."

She shook her head at my compliment.

Then, making a gun shape with her fingers, she tried to comfort me.

"No. That gun had a bent barrel."

"A bent barrel?"

"Yes. That’s why I threw darts instead. It wouldn’t hit where you aimed."

"So, the fact that I only hit five shots..."

When I mumbled, Anna nodded.

"Yes. It’s a miracle you hit five."

Her praise made the corners of my mouth lift naturally.

That’s right.

"See—because I’m a sharpshooter! It wasn’t my fault after all!"

When I crossed my arms and laughed proudly, Anna’s lips curved up slightly too.

She murmured softly to herself.

"As expected of the same sisters..."

"Uh?"

When I reacted to her murmur, Anna changed the subject.

She asked why I needed the bag I was holding.

Actually, she already knew I was aiming for the bag.

"To put this in."

I answered as I removed the garland from my head.

Anna immediately grabbed the garland.

Then she forcibly put it back on my head.

"No, it’s too embarrassing to wear outside."

"Embarrassing?"

Anna tilted her head.

"You know, when you’re so ashamed you don’t want to show it to others."

"Chinatown?"

"Hey, seriously!"

I shouted loudly.

The other guests at the shooting range, including the owner, all turned to look at me.

Blushing, I fumed.

The sudden attention made me bow my head.

"Like that time..."

At my intense reaction, Anna pursed her lips.

I took a deep breath and looked around.

Then, I noticed the shooting range owner holding animal headbands as participation bonuses.

I quickly approached him and pointed at the headbands.

"Let’s settle for this."

Anna glanced at the headbands.

Her lips curved downward slightly.

"Is my gift embarrassing...?"

Her question left me speechless.

Coming from someone who usually spoke in one-liners, this caught me off guard.

It hit me right in the heart.

"I don’t want your gift to get damaged. I’ll keep it safe in the bag!"

Anna pursed her lips in dissatisfaction.

To cheer her up, I pointed at various couples.

Couples wearing Mickey Mouse ears.

Girls with cat ears—it was all animal headbands.

"See? Normally, people wear animal headbands at amusement parks."

"I don’t get it. Do people these days want to become animals?"

"Noo—."

Dragging out my words, I clenched my fists.

Then, I put on the squirrel headband myself.

"Tada—, isn’t it cute—."

"..."

Finally, Anna nodded in agreement.

I placed the silver wolf ears on her head.

Her hair color matched well with it, making it suit her nicely.

And... her usually eerie expression looked a bit cute.

She definitely looked like a pretty college student like this.

Only then was I able to finally put the garland into the bag.

Now I won't be treated like a lunatic anymore...

Maybe because the tension eased, I plopped down on a bench.

Anna also sat down next to me.

"What are you going to do now? Was shooting really such a fun activity?"

"No... there's still tons of fun stuff to do."

I pointed to the Gyro Drop and Viking ride with my finger.

For Anna, who probably spent her whole life confined in a facility, these would be plenty entertaining.

But if possible, I didn’t want to ride them.

I’d never ridden anything like that in my life either... It must be scary, right?

"Then prepare for the next plan. I'll go take a call for a moment."

Anna stood up and raised her phone.

Then she walked some distance away to take the call.

Wait, Anna had a phone?

But why didn’t she ask for my number until now?

I felt a bit sulky.

Even the prickly Executor had given me her number first.

My lips pouted.

I spent the time watching the park crowd until Anna returned.

A child holding hands with her mother, eating cotton candy.

A young couple wearing matching shirts, giggling together.

Even now, outside, a monster could appear, or a malicious Hunter could be harming people, but this place was so peaceful.

Not that I disliked it.

It just meant that our country had become a safer place to live, so it was comforting.

Comforting...

"...?"

As I mused, I felt someone's gaze.

Turning my head, I saw a boy I'd never seen before sitting next to me, staring at me intently.

"Uh, who are you...?"

He looked about ten years old with a youthful face.

And... blue eyes uncommon among Asians.

Was he mixed race?

Why was he staring at me so intently?

Did I have something on my face?

The boy ignored my words and pulled out his phone.

Then, he began typing rapidly.

Kids these days...

Being ignored by a child didn’t feel great.

I clicked my tongue and waited for Anna to return.

But soon, the boy tapped my shoulder.

He held up his phone screen to me.

"Are you lost too?"

What the...

Why not just say it out loud instead of texting... Oh.

I immediately regretted feeling offended by the boy.

And I answered his question sincerely, enunciating my words clearly.

"No, I’m waiting for a friend. Why are you alone? Where are your parents...?"

"They ditched me because I was annoying."

What...?

His parents ditched him because he was annoying?

Blue eyes and being unable to speak, I could understand.

But even his remarks weren’t ordinary.

"Still, your parents must be waiting for you. You should go back quickly..."

"No. They wouldn’t let me ride anything."

The boy looked smaller than others his age.

It was probably for safety reasons.

"They must be worried about you getting hurt."

"I can ride everything too. What’s the point of coming to an amusement park if you can’t go on the rides?"

Fair point...?

I pressed my lips together at his straightforward words.

Still, I had to send him back.

What should I do? Should I take him to the lost child center?

I decided to wait for Anna to return and act together.

But the boy soon made an unexpected suggestion.

"Can you help me?"

"How?"

"Ride the rides with me. You can’t go on without an adult."

This is tricky...

Things were suddenly getting complicated.

I scratched my headband, lost in thought.

Was this boy really just a simple lost child?

What if his parents really abandoned him?

I’ve heard that in a world full of monsters, there are many children abandoned by their parents.

If this boy was one of those cases...

I should get him to a shelter before his parents leave for good, to change their minds.

"How about this?"

"What?"

"We ride just two rides together. Then we go straight to the lost child center. Deal?"

I’d have to ride with Anna anyway.

One more person shouldn’t be a problem.

"Okay."

"What’s your name? I’m Si-ho. Han Si-ho."

The boy quickly tapped on his phone.

The white screen displayed his response.

"Lee Ji-hoo. I’m 10 years old."

Just then, Anna returned.

I waved at her.

"Who’s that?"

Anna immediately asked about the unfamiliar boy.

Can’t she say it more kindly... She’ll scare him!

"This is Ji-hoo. He got separated from his guardian, and he said he’ll go to the shelter if we ride two rides with him."

Anna wore a dumbfounded expression.

Her face looked the same as always, but the brief silence gave it away.

"I know... Let’s just be his friend for today."

"You make friends easily."

"Ji-hoo, say hi. This is my friend, Anna."

The boy looked up at Anna, who was much taller than me.

Surprisingly, he didn’t show any change in expression even after seeing Anna.

What’s this...? 

When I first saw her, I was trembling with fear, but this kid seemed unfazed.

It felt like I was seeing a boy version of Anna.

"So, what should we ride first? The carousel? Bumper cars?"

I asked the boy gently with a smile.

He conveyed his thoughts to me via his phone.

"Gyro Drop."

"What...?"

What kind of ten-year-old wants to ride the Gyro Drop?

Isn’t he scared?

"Um, Ji-hoo... You might be too short to ride the Gyro Drop."

But he shook his head at my words.

He confidently replied through text.

"No height limit. And if there were, wouldn’t you be disqualified too?"

This little brat...

I clenched my teeth.

Then, I smirked and warned him.

"Fine, let’s go check. But if you can’t, it’s straight to the carousel. Got it?"

I confidently marched toward the Gyro Drop.

The two expressionless siblings followed silently behind me.

"Our Gyro Drop has no height restrictions!"

In front of the massive ride, the staff member answered with a cheerful smile.

I shook my head wildly at her.

"No height restrictions on something this dangerous?"

"All of our rides at Royal Hunter Park have perfect safety mechanisms."

No way.

I can’t ride something like this!

"Can’t we just go on the carousel?"

I turned nervously to look at my companions.

The two expressionless siblings stared at me intently.

"W-wait a second..."

Anna dragged me by the back of my neck toward the massive ride.

Ji-hoo grabbed one of my wrists to help her.

"Save me!"
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    My legs were trembling.  

I barely got off the Gyro Drop while holding onto Anna's shoulder.  

Unlike my pale face, the two siblings looked perfectly fine.  

"You're... not scared?"  

"Compared to airborne training, this is child's play."  

"It's nothing compared to Dad's plane."  

I closed my eyes tightly.  

How did I end up stuck with these two monsters...  

While I was lamenting, Ji-hoo grabbed my T-shirt.  

He pointed straight toward our next destination with his finger.  

"Roller coaster...?"  

Just by looking, the steep slope was intense.  

"That looks fun."  

"I agree. The slope is quite significant."  

Anna nodded her head.  

As if they had planned it, the two dragged me along to the roller coaster.  

"Wait, guys, I think I'm going to throw up..."  

By the time I came to my senses, I was already on the roller coaster.  

As I boarded the train shaped like a wyvern, a female staff member greeted us with a bright smile.  

"Welcome to our Wyvern Train..."  

The staff explained how much faster this train was compared to other roller coasters.  

It was so fast that they advised removing hats and belongings beforehand.  

"Well then, have a great time. See you alive."  

Wait a second.  

See us alive...?  

"---!"  

As soon as the staff finished speaking, the train rattled like crazy.  

Anna crossed her arms and kept her eyes firmly fixed forward.  

Ji-hoo, who was sitting next to me, did the same.  

Even the child kept his eyes straight ahead and crossed his arms like Anna.  

The train climbed higher and higher.  

As we approached the peak, my heartbeat grew louder.  

With trembling hands, I held Ji-hoo's hand tightly.  

"It's, it's okay. This is going to be safe! If anything happens, noona will protect you."  

Anna looked at me pitifully as I stammered.  

She shook her head and fixed her gaze forward again.  

"---."  

Soon, the roller coaster reached the top of the rails.  

The air was chilling, and the people below looked as small as dwarfs.  

I tried to swallow deeply.  

But at that moment.  

"---!!!"  

The roller coaster began plummeting at an insane speed.  

Because of that, I screamed in a way I never had before in my life.  

So hard that the hand of the child I was holding might have been crushed.  

The dizzying speed and the twisting rails wrenched my sides.  

The spit I tried to swallow accidentally shot out, and I choked on it.  

While coughing, the rails climbed uphill again.  

And as if determined to finish me off, it began its final spurt.  

My head whipped around like a doll's, bending in all directions.  

By the time my neck felt completely worn out, the train finally arrived at the station.  

"Thank you for your effort-!!"  

The same staff member welcomed us back alive.  

Passengers laughed and chatted as they got off the roller coaster, seemingly having enjoyed it.  

Anna and Ji-hoo were no exception.  

But... I was still glued to the rail.  

I couldn't stand up at all.  

Drool dripped from my mouth, and the squirrel ears stuck to my head wobbled.  

The staff handed us a photo taken on the train.  

It was a shot of us during the ride.  

Looking at it, I clicked my tongue.  

Even as we were falling, these crazy siblings showed no change in expression.  

They just stared blankly forward with their arms crossed.  

Meanwhile, I looked like someone who had just returned from hell, my face completely distorted.  

It felt like I alone had borne the brunt of life's storms...  

"Are you two seriously insane?"  

"What? It was more comfortable than swimming through waves."  

"It felt similar to when Dad carried me while running."  

I could understand Anna, but what kind of person was Ji-hoo's dad for him to say that...  

Ji-hoo pointed at my face with his finger.  

"Ugly."  

"Indeed."  

The two of them critiqued my face in the photo.  

Seriously, you guys are the abnormal ones...  

We each took a copy of the photo.  

"My throat's really dry. So dry."  

I opened my bag.  

I pulled out an unopened Ramune.  

Ji-hoo, whose eyes resembled the blue bottle, stared at it intently.  

"Want some?"  

I wiped my lips with the back of my hand and handed him the Ramune.  

The small child held the blue bottle and examined it curiously.  

"Cool color, right?"  

Ji-hoo nodded at my question.  

"Want to open it yourself?"  

Ji-hoo tore off the cap seal.  

Then he naturally brought the bottle to his mouth.  

But no matter how long he waited, the fizzy soda didn't come out.  

I crouched down to help him.  

And I kindly explained with my finger.  

"Look, see the seal you tore off?"  

"There's a pointed part on the cap. Press that part down, and the marble blocking it will drop."  

Following my instructions, Ji-hoo placed the cap inside the bottle.  

But the firmly lodged marble didn't budge.  

"Why not just do it for him?"  

Anna spoke indifferently, sounding bored.  

But I shook my head.  

"Because—this is something he has to do himself. The thrill of succeeding at this is unbeatable."  

I clenched my fists and cheered Ji-hoo on.  

Ji-hoo pressed with all his might, his cheeks puffing out.  

And finally...  

"---!"  

"That's it- you did it!"  

Bubbles erupted from the drink.  

Ji-hoo pressed so hard that the soda overflowed, even wetting his hands.  

"Oh dear, that's sticky."  

I quickly took a wet tissue from my bag.  

And I looked at Ji-hoo, worried he might have been startled.  

But...  

Ji-hoo's expression was entirely unexpected.  

Perhaps proud of accomplishing something on his own, he smiled faintly.  

The boy, who hadn't smiled on the Gyro Drop or roller coaster, was now smiling over a mere soda.  

As I wiped Ji-hoo's hands, Anna quietly observed.  

She nodded slightly at the sight, as if seeing a mother and son.  

"How is it, tasty? Things always taste better when you achieve them yourself."  

Ji-hoo nodded with a small smile.  

Then he tried to return the bottle to me.  

"It's okay. You can have it as a gift."  

I patted the top of his head.  

Ji-hoo looked up at me with his round, sparkling eyes.  

"What? Is there something on my face?"  

Hearing my question, Ji-hoo gently shook his head.  

Then he pulled out his phone and began typing a message.  

"No, because you're not ugly right now."  

His words made me chuckle.  

I narrowed my eyes and spoke to him softly.  

"I'm not that ugly, to begin with."  

It's just that the kids around me are ridiculously good-looking.  

I held Ji-hoo's hand.  

Then I held Anna's hand as well.  

"Alright, let's go. We need to find your parents."  

Anna carried my bag for me.  

And like a family, we headed to the lost and found center.  

Over the horizon, the roof of the center came into view.  

Soon, we spotted a nervous woman standing in front of the building.  

With her long black hair and stunning features, anyone could tell she was Ji-hoo's mother at first glance.  

"Ji-hoo...!"  

Even from a distance, the mother recognized her child.  

She quickly ran toward us.  

"Where on earth have you been! Your dad and I were looking everywhere..."  

The boy silently hugged her.  

Then he typed out a message and showed it to her.  

"I got lost, but these noonas helped me."  

"Really...?"  

The mother read the message and immediately looked up at us.  

She thanked us repeatedly and bowed respectfully.  

I laughed awkwardly and waved it off.  

Although Ji-hoo had many secrets, we decided to keep quiet about them.  

Hearing her loud voice, the father came out as well.  

But for some reason, he looked familiar.  

Unkempt messy hair.  

A casual sweatshirt and jeans that gave off a friendly vibe.  

But I immediately recognized his sharp, intense eyes.  

"Ch-Chief of Security?"  

Dae-eun's expression darkened severely as he saw us.  

He clearly hadn't expected to encounter a Class 1 criminal in a place like this, and in front of his son, no less.  

“...”

His steps gradually quickened.  

The Ranker darted toward his wife and son.  

"Anna... and that hostage from before."  

He immediately prepared to fight to protect his family.  

His wife looked puzzled at his reaction.  

"Honey... what's wrong?"  

"Step back."  

"Step back? These people helped find our son."  

Helped find his son...?  

At the unexpected statement, he furrowed his brow.  

He looked at us with a face full of disbelief and asked,  

"What on earth is going on?"  

I spoke up first for the reticent Anna.  

"It’s exactly as it sounds. Your son was lost, so we brought him here."  

Ji-hoo typed a message on his phone and showed it to his father.  

After reading the content, the Ranker’s eyebrow twitched.  

"That’s right, these noonas brought me. They even gave me a drink."  

The child smiled brightly, shaking the Ramune I had given him.  

Seeing his smile, Dae-eun’s eyes widened.  

It was his son who had never even smiled before.  

And now, he was even laughing.  

Dae-eun lifted his head and looked at the two of us.  

I smiled awkwardly and said,  

"Your son is really handsome. I wonder who he takes after... haha."  

Even with my compliment, he didn’t let his guard down.  

Dae-eun took a deep breath and asked me,  

"Why are you here? And with that criminal, no less..."  

"Why? We came to have fun."  

"So, you two were accomplices after all? Or is it Stockholm Syndrome?"  

"It’s not that..."  

I didn’t know how to explain it.  

Come to think of it, hanging out with Anna was a risky thing to do by any standard.  

But before I realized it... being with her had become so familiar.  

Now, it even felt comfortable.  

"You didn’t give my son anything strange to eat, did you?"  

"Of course not. That drink was bought right here."  

I pointed to the Ramune with the amusement park sticker on it.  

Only then did the Chief of Security seem somewhat reassured.  

"I’ll let this go, just for today."  

"Moved by our good deed, perhaps?"  

Anna responded to his words expressionlessly.  

She really doesn’t know how to let things end smoothly, does she...  

"Don’t flatter yourself. I just don’t want to spill blood in front of my son."  

"You be careful too. I don’t know why you’re with that piece of trash... but you’ll regret it."  

The Chief of Security gave me a sharp warning.  

Then he left leisurely with his family.  

As they departed, Ji-hoo suddenly turned his head.  

He waved at us.  

But his hand was soon stopped by his father.  

So all I could do was blankly watch the boy’s retreating figure.  

Piece of trash... regret...  

I glanced at Anna.  

She showed no change in expression, even at the harsh words.  

But I could tell.  

She wasn’t feeling great.  

I could just feel it.  

"Let’s go."  

Anna spoke firmly.  

She turned first and headed toward the parking lot.  

"Anna, wait a second..."  

I stopped her.  

"Are you going home feeling like this?"  

"..."  

I smiled at her, knowing she wasn’t in the best mood.  

Then I gently grabbed the killer’s arm.  

"The highlight is still left."  

---  

The red sun hung on the horizon.  

A sky dripping with molten light.  

I gazed at the beautiful scenery from inside the Ferris wheel.  

But Anna’s gaze wasn’t fixed outside.  

She was looking at me, and she quietly asked,  

"Why?"  

The woman who claimed to have no emotions was suddenly asking about my feelings.  

I tilted my head.  

"Why what?"  

"As he said, I’m a dangerous person. So why are you so kind to me?"  

I chuckled and shook my head.  

Then I leaned back and murmured,  

"Good question—why would anyone be so nice to a bad kid?"  

Honestly, I didn’t have a big reason.  

At first, it was pity.  

And second... an inexplicable sense of kinship.  

She had craved the love of someone she trusted, just like me.  

And that love had been cruelly discarded.  

---  

The inside of the Ferris wheel was extremely quiet.  

I stared intently at Anna, who sat across from me.  

The expressionless Russian woman.  

A woman with white hair and pale eyes, who had killed countless people with her angelic appearance.  

That woman was looking at me.  

Surely, she must have wanted to kill me at some point.  

But at this moment.  

She wasn’t asking me about death or life, but something else entirely.  

"Do you regret being with me?"  

"Regret?"  

It was a word I’d heard somewhere before.  

Those two syllables stirred something warm in my chest.  

"I mean, because of me, you were kidnapped... jumped from a tall building... it’s been hard for you."  

The woman who claimed to have no emotions was worrying about me.  

She retraced all the events we had been through.  

"..."  

I couldn’t answer her question right away.  

I simply stared at the beautiful red sunset in the distance.  

That question...  

I had asked it of someone else before.  

And that person had faced countless hardships because of me.  

What did that person say to me during those times?  

I ran my fingers through the strands of hair sticking out.  

Then I tucked them back and smiled brightly.  

"No, I don’t regret it."  

"..."  

Anna’s eyes, reflecting the sunset, wavered.  

She stood up slowly.  

And she approached me very, very cautiously.  

I froze at her unexpected movement.  

Her breath grew closer and closer.  

Her soft lips brushed against my cheek.  

The electrifying sensation left me dazed.  

"Your sister expresses affection this way."  

The killer whispered softly in my ear.  

Then she continued in a gentle voice.  

"Thanks for today."  

I stared blankly at Anna.  

For a long time, I couldn’t take my eyes off her.  

Because she smiled faintly at me.  

---  

The world turned dark.  

I walked home to my apartment alone.  

So much had happened today.  

I met the Chief of Security and his son, and spent a long day with Anna.  

My legs trembled as I climbed the stairs.  

Well, even so...  

It helped me shake off the memories I wanted to forget.  

I felt like I could fall asleep peacefully, without any thoughts.  

I chuckled softly as I walked down the apartment hallway.  

But...  

The thought of sleeping peacefully soon disappeared completely.  

Because someone was standing in front of my home.  

And I already knew who it was.  

Black, flowing hair.  

And... dangerously beautiful red eyes.  

My heart pounded.  

My entire body trembled.  

Leaning against my front door was the Executor in her sharp suit jacket.  

Her crimson eyes met mine.  

And at that moment, my breath grew shallow.  
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    How did the Executor know where my house was?  

My whole body trembled.

Since we had already made eye contact, pretending not to notice and running away was out of the question.  

I had no choice but to approach her slowly.

In the dark apartment hallway, the only sound was that of my footsteps.

When I reached the door, I carefully looked up at the Executor.  

Then I flinched in surprise.

Her hair, always neatly arranged, was disheveled.  

Moreover, black blood was flowing from her forehead through the gaps.

“Are you... hurt...?”

I cautiously asked with my hands clasped together.  

But the Executor didn’t respond.

She only looked down at me with her red eyes.  

It was terrifying, as if she were scanning me to figure out where I’d been and what I’d done today.

“For now, come inside. I’ll treat your wound...”

I opened the front door without showing any sign of hesitation.  

I pushed aside the shoes in the shoe cabinet to make space.

The Executor, true to her unsteady appearance, staggered as she entered.  

I politely clasped my hands and took her jacket.

The jacket reeked of gunpowder.  

It was even heavy, as if there was a gun in the inner pocket.

Had she been fighting with the Association again.  

Or was it another organization...?

“Sit down.”

I guided her to the bed and helped her sit.  

Then I hurriedly brought the first aid kit.

Would there still be disinfectant left?  

The last time I used it was for Anna, I think.

While rummaging through the kit, I came across the feminine hygiene product the Executor had given me.  

I pursed my lips tightly and shoved it to the bottom of the box.

As expected, there were only a few drops of disinfectant left.  

I carefully gathered a cotton ball and soaked it as much as I could in the remaining solution.

“Can I take a look at your forehead?”

I gently brushed aside her black hair.  

Soon, a torn wound greeted me.

When I dabbed it lightly, the Executor’s eyebrows twitched.

“That must hurt...”

I made an exaggerated ‘ugh’ shape with my lips as I covered the wound.  

It was the last bandage left after using it for Anna.

But the wound wasn’t only on her forehead.

The Executor soon raised her finger.  

The index finger that had pulled the trigger.

There was a light cut there, and blood was slowly oozing out.

“What should I do... I’m out of bandages...”

Before I could even finish speaking.  

The Executor held out her finger with a decadent expression.

“Ah...”

Her red eyes stared straight into me.  

Instinctively, I moved closer to her finger.

A vivid red droplet of blood.  

I carefully opened my mouth.

Sticky saliva stretched between my teeth.  

I slowly held her finger in my mouth.

And obediently began to suck on it.  

The metallic taste of blood filled my body.

My body trembled from the taste, and my lower abdomen twitched.  

To suppress the sensation, I squeezed my hands between my thighs.

Her finger sank deeper and deeper into my mouth.  

Even as I choked, I dutifully accepted her finger onto my tongue.

“You...”

The silent Executor finally spoke.  

The house, which had been filled only with the sound of sucking, suddenly grew quiet.

“Don’t bare your fangs.”

“Yes...”

“Practice for later.”

For later...?  

Her words left my already hazy mind even more confused.

Drool dripped from my mouth.  

The Executor used the finger I had sucked on to wipe it away.

“You weren’t answering your phone, so I thought you were holed up at home...”

Her weary red eyes scanned me from head to toe.

From the ridiculous squirrel headband stuck on my hair.  

To the bag I had won as a prize and the amusement park ticket tied around my arm.

“Who was it?”

The Red Snake glared at me as if she were ready to kill.  

Frozen by her deadly aura, sweat trickled down my back.

“I’m sorry for not answering...”

“That’s strange. I asked who you went with.”

The Executor loosened her tie.  

Then, narrowing her eyes sensually, she looked down at me.

“Anna and...”

“Did she force you to go with her?”

What’s wrong with me...  

Why does it matter to the Executor who I went out with?

But I lowered my head like a guilty person.

Soon, the red-eyed woman placed a hand under my chin.  

She forcibly lifted my face.

“Answer me when I ask, okay?”

“No... I went on my own.”

I couldn’t lie.  

I was too scared of what punishment might follow, so I shut my eyes tightly.

“I’m sorry...”

But the Executor didn’t punish me.  

Instead, she smiled faintly and said.

“You’re honest.”

The red-eyed woman crossed her long legs.  

Her black stockings stretched taut, revealing the flesh beneath.

“Your lips.”

I obediently closed my eyes and tilted my head back.  

I parted my lips to receive her tongue.

It was different from yesterday.  

The Executor’s tongue softly explored mine.

The sensation, felt in every detail, made my whole body heat up.  

My body submitted to her gentleness, so different from before.

Soon, her tongue drew strings of my saliva.  

The Executor swallowed even that and whispered to me.

“I’m not trying to scold you.”

Her sensual whisper left my eyes half-closed.  

With every kiss, my body grew more sensitive, as if coated with a drug.

“When you don’t respond, I get anxious... At least reply to me.”

“Yes...”

Satisfied with my response, the Executor unbuttoned her tight dress shirt.  

A black bra cradling her chest came into view.

The scent of her skin wafting through made the inside of my thighs twitch.  

She shrugged off her shirt and tossed it carelessly onto a chair.

“What are you doing.”

“Huh...?”

The woman in her bra laid down on the bed deliberately.  

She stretched out her arms.

“Come here.”

I fidgeted with my hands clasped.  

Then I slowly crawled onto the bed.

“I haven’t showered yet...”

“What did you expect? I just meant sleep together.”

Her arm wrapped around my back.  

The hook of her bra pressed against me as she pulled me closer.

Weakly, I collapsed into her embrace and lay with her on the bed.  

The acrid scent of gunpowder mingled strangely with her flesh.

That scent left me intoxicated and dazed.

Every time she took a breath, her ample chest swelled against me.  

The two chests pressed together, rubbing here and there.

Soon, the Executor shifted and lay facing me.  

Her red eyes stared at my blushing face as if piercing through me.

“You’ve gotten better at kissing.”

“T-that’s... because you kept forcing it on me...”

I averted my gaze and stammered.  

Her fingers played with my protruding bangs.

“So. Did you hate it?”

She was mischievous.  

Such a teasing question left me covering my mouth with the back of my hand.

“No...”

My heart pounded like crazy.  

I swallowed deeply and listened to the sound of her breathing.

Unlike me, it seemed she’d had a tough day.  

Even her breathing was uneven.

Did she come to me right after finishing up...

The Executor closed her eyes and pulled me closer.  

Curled up like a child, I pressed myself against her.

Is it over for today?  

My heart thumped regretfully.

What are you even regretting!?

Such strange thoughts made my body grow even stiffer.

Little by little, I was succumbing to pleasure.

At first, it was because of the drug.  

Then, it was because of the alcohol.

But this time, I was sober.  

Even while sober, if I was like this, what would I...

I tightly shut my eyes.  

Resting my tired body against the Executor’s arm, I gazed at her peacefully closed eyes.

Her beautiful yet fatal face.

At first, she had terrified me.  

But now, she came to see me in person.

And before I knew it, I was bound to her.

It was terrifying.  

The Executor was certainly a good person.

But the closer I got, the more I feared my submissive self.  

If we truly became inseparable...

What would happen to me?

The sound of my heartbeat grew so loud that I could hear it.  

To drown it out, I placed my hands between my legs and tried to sleep.

But with the woman’s breathing so close, I couldn’t fall asleep.  

Even though I had spent a long day with Anna and was exhausted.  

“---.”  

 

 

Both eyes snapped open.  

I gasped for breath.

When I regained my senses, I saw the sleeping Executor's arms.  

Barely escaping from her, I staggered to my feet.

I was thirsty.  

I went straight to the sink and gulped down tap water.

Only after quenching my thirst did I start to take in my surroundings.

On the table, I saw the Executor's bloodstained jacket and gun.  

I blinked as I stared at the gun.

"I fired a gun yesterday too."

Carefully, I picked up the gun.  

Then I mimicked the stance Anna had shown me.

Suddenly, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.  

I looked like a little girl playing around—it was pathetic.

Realizing that, I let out a deep sigh.  

I placed the gun back on the table.

This kind of thing doesn't suit me anymore.

Instead, my eyes fell on the apron hanging over a chair.  

Without a word, I tied it around my waist.

Maybe because I had done it many times before.  

I used to struggle with aprons, but now I could tie them with ease.

The sleeping Executor caught my eye.  

Whatever had happened yesterday, she was sound asleep, as if dead.

"Should I wash the jacket, at least?"

I picked up the black suit jacket.  

Suddenly, I felt the texture of paper inside one of the inner pockets.

I carefully took out an envelope.  

I was a little surprised.

The Association's symbol was embossed on the envelope.

"A recommendation letter...?"

Drawn by the word "recommendation," I opened the envelope.  

And I was stunned.

The content of the document was...  

A recommendation letter for a Potion Master.

I alternated between looking at the recommendation letter and the Executor.

"How..."

But before I could even guess why she had this recommendation letter, I quickly put it back in the jacket.  

The Executor, whom I thought was fast asleep, let out a faint groan.

"You're awake?"

"What time is it?"

The Executor asked, her eyes half-closed.  

Her disheveled hair and beautiful eyes were striking.

Whoever dates her will get to see that look every morning.

"It's 8 a.m."

At the mention of 8 a.m., the Executor's red eyes widened.  

She grabbed her messy hair and started looking for her phone.

"My phone..."

"Here."

I hurried over, still wearing the apron, and handed her the phone.  

She glanced at my face and the apron, then coughed awkwardly.

"Thanks."

The Executor sighed heavily as she saw the missed calls piling up on her phone.  

She then made a call somewhere.

"Yeah... I'm fine. I'm calling because I'm not dead."

"Alright, I'll head to work right away."

It seemed like she was talking to her subordinate, Sang-moon.  

Was it because of the intense fight yesterday?

I stood politely, holding a tray.  

The Executor let out a deep sigh and picked up the dress shirt she had tossed aside last night.

"I told you, I went to the Association for personal reasons."

No way...  

Did she face trouble because of my recommendation letter?  

I bit my finger nervously and observed her.

Soon, the Executor hung up the phone.  

She casually tidied her messy hair and got ready to leave.

"Are you leaving right away?"

"Yeah. I forgot I have an executive meeting."

"At least eat something before you go... You must be hungry."

I looked at her with concern.  

She brushed her bangs behind her ears and chuckled.

"You're worried about me? Just hand me my jacket."

"This one...?"

Feeling guilty for touching it without permission, I stammered as I handed her the jacket.  

She searched the inner pocket and pulled out the familiar envelope.

"Take it. The interview's the day after tomorrow, so buy some clothes in advance."

She handed me the envelope along with a credit card.  

Caught off guard, I accepted them and asked her again.

"An interview?"

"Yeah. It's more of a formality, really. Just go and make a cocktail—they just need to see you."

That's strange.  

She called the Association her enemy just two days ago, and now she had gotten a recommendation letter from one of their assemblymen.

What exactly happened yesterday?  

I set the items I had received on the table.

Then I quietly watched her put on her dress shirt.  

This isn't the time to stand around... I need to do something for her before she leaves.

I headed to the kitchen.  

For the Executor, who seemed ready to leave at any moment, I grabbed a glass.

Most cocktails are enjoyed at the end of the day, to wrap things up.  

But there are rare ones, like the Red Eye, that you drink to start your day.

Like this cocktail...

I cracked an egg.

Discarding the egg white, I gently placed only the yolk into the glass.

On top of that, I added one dash of spicy-sweet Sriracha sauce.  

Then one dash of tangy tomato ketchup.

I dripped two drops of vinegar over it.  

Finally, I sprinkled some pepper as a finishing touch...



Grade: ★★★☆  

Effect: Restores 25% stamina and vitality for one minute.

Info: A restorative drink known as the "oyster of the prairie." As you can see, it contains no alcohol and is great for recovering energy.

"Executor-, drink this before you go!"

I called out to the woman who was crushing her shoes at the doorway.  

The tall woman frowned at the sight of my glass.

"What is this...?"

"What do you mean, it's a cocktail."

I shrugged as if it were obvious.  

But the Executor tilted her head at the peculiar-looking cocktail.

Well, cocktails with eggs aren’t common in Korea.  

But I couldn’t back down here.

Leaving on an empty stomach makes people irritable and fatigued.

"No matter how rushed you are, you shouldn’t go out on an empty stomach."

At those words.  

The Executor’s hurried movements suddenly halted.

She stared at me, standing there in an apron, as if someone had come to mind.  

Feeling uncomfortable under her gaze, I scratched my cheek.

"If you don't want it, that's fine..."

"No."

The Executor shook her head.  

She casually accepted the glass I handed her.

"There was someone who used to say the exact same thing to me every morning before I left for work."

She brought the glass to her lips.  

The soft yolk slid smoothly into her mouth.

As if drinking whiskey, the Executor scrunched her eyes shut.  

Then she let out a hum of approval and smiled.

"It's good."

Just a short comment.  

But that was enough for me.

"Take care."

The Executor opened the door.

A blissful morning.  

The chirping of birds poured in through the crack in the door.  


  
    Chapter 75 Espresso Martini 1

    The customers who visit clothing stores can be divided into three main categories.  

First, those who come because they heard online that it's cheaper than department stores—novices.  

For them, you can overcharge about three times the price, then knock off around 20,000 won, and they'll happily buy it.  

Next, intermediates who have checked reviews and compared price ranges.  

For them, overcharge about double the price and give a 30,000 won discount.  

And then, the regulars who frequent the stores like it’s their daily meal—experts.  

If you even add 10,000 won to the price for them, you're breaking even.  

Lastly...  

The customers who genuinely know absolutely nothing and come to the store clueless...  

We call them 'suckers.'  

They are like golden goblins that guarantee the day's sales the moment you meet them.  

That golden goblin is right before my eyes.  

Wearing shabby sweatpants and a face devoid of makeup. (Still, the base looks decent.)  

A card wallet with no sense of fashion.  

And hair tied up carelessly to one side, as if it's too bothersome to deal with.  

A perfect sucker.  

I put down the kimchi stew I was eating and focused all my attention on her.  

A girl around 160 cm tall darted her eyes around, glancing at the clothes.  

Shrinking away from the store clerks trying to attract her attention, she looked like a small animal.  

The corners of my mouth naturally lifted.  

As a fellow woman, I’ve seen plenty of friends like her.  

The type forced to come out because of their mother or friends nagging them to dress up for once.  

Alright, you're today’s target.  

I stretched my stiff legs and stood up from my chair.  

The sign of my store, "Daylight," shone its light on me.  

The girl wandered pitifully, avoiding the persistent clerks.  

How naive. That kind of straightforward solicitation won’t capture a golden goblin like her.  

This is how you do it.  

As the girl passed in front of my store,  

I pretended not to notice her at all and folded some clothes.  

Then, with a blank expression, I carried some into the stockroom.  

Now, if I step out of the store at just the right time...  

Ta-da.  

The wandering girl stepped into the empty shop.  

Yes, come into my arms-.  

At this point, the trick is to never approach the customer first.  

Just watch from a distance, as if observing a small, cute wild animal.  

The girl used her fingers to lightly touch the clothes here and there.  

Then, she stopped in front of an extremely plain, common white shirt.  

A typical characteristic of someone uninterested in fashion.  

They choose the most neutral white, black, or gray shirts and pants.  

But... it’s a bit of a waste.  

She’s quite cute.  

She could probably be really popular with just a little effort.  

Before I knew it, I was propping my chin on my hand.  

I stared blankly at the girl before snapping my eyes shut.  

Ugh—what am I even thinking?  

Shaking my head, I discreetly observed the clothes she picked out.  

As expected, black pants and a white shirt.  

It’s like she’s dressing for a funeral. The girl took those items and quickly approached the counter.  

“This... I can’t find the price tag. How much is it?”  

She mumbled in a slightly androgynous voice.  

I couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle at her demeanor.  

“Separately, they’re 100,000 won each.”  

Her eyes widened at the unexpected price.  

The small mole near her left eye seemed to crinkle in distress.  

“I see...”  

Her hand, holding the hanger, trembled faintly.  

Now, let’s start.  

“If you buy both together, I’ll give them to you for 180,000 won.”  

However, even with this offer, she still looked troubled.  

She’s not giving in so easily.  

“I understand; it feels like a lot. But you won’t easily find fabric like this at this price.”  

I subtly grabbed the clothes in her hand and softly brushed the fabric.  

“These come from the same factory as Ralph Lauren’s. You must have a great eye to spot them right away.”  

I winked and smiled, then let her feel the material for herself.  

“Ralph Lauren? What’s that? Is it a luxury brand?”  

Goodness.  

Did I hear her wrong?  

This girl doesn’t know Ralph Lauren?  

A supreme sucker among suckers… Truly, I’ll strip you down to your bra.  

“You know, the one with the logo of a man riding a horse. Polo.”  

“Oh—Polo! I know it. My younger sister buys a lot of those... But they’re expensive, aren’t they?”  

Her comment made me tilt my head slightly.  

Do siblings usually say ‘younger sister’ like that...?  

“I see. Then it must be pricey.”  

The girl nodded in agreement as if she finally understood.  

Her tied-up hair swayed happily as if it were dancing.  

Alright, she’s almost mine.  

“Try it on. I think it’ll fit well and look great on you.”  

“Should I...?”  

She hesitated but took the clothes and headed into the stockroom, which doubled as a fitting room.  

Once she tries them on, she’ll waver even more.  

“---.”  

It’s taking a while.  

Looking at my watch, it seems like over ten minutes have passed since she went in.  

I was about to knock on the fitting room door when I heard the sound of shoes being put on.  

“This... feels a bit small...”  

The girl emerged slowly, her face flushed red.  

At that sight, my eyes sparkled.  

What I thought would fit perfectly turned out to be a bit tight.  

Her chest, surprisingly prominent for her relatively small height, made the shirt stretch.  

And the black undergarments faintly showing through... This is practically cosplay, isn’t it?  

Even her thighs...  

Compared to her slender calves, they were rather full.  

What does she eat to have such a body line?  

Embarrassed by her prominent figure, she nibbled on her fingers.  

That shy behavior was so feminine that it sparked jealousy in me.  

Were the sweatpants a smokescreen...?  

My rising envy made me mischievous.  

That’s it. I’ll absolutely strip you down.  

“It looks amazing. Perfect for an interview!”  

“R-really? Isn’t it too tight?”  

“This kind of body-line accentuating style is all the rage these days.”  

“Even so...”  

Hah... she’s doubtful.  

It’s time for my ultimate move, honed over five years of selling clothes.  

“Here, add this belt, and it’ll be perfect.”  

I took out a long belt and placed it at her waist.  

Then, my gaze naturally fell on her hips and pelvis.  

Damn it... Her lower body is impressive too...  

It feels like I’ve lost, and it irritates me.  

“Ah... I don’t think I can afford the belt as well.”  

“Don’t worry. I’ll throw it in for free.”  

“Really?”  

“I’m giving it because you remind me of my younger sister.”  

I smiled brightly and patted her shoulder.  

The girl’s big eyes sparkled with gratitude at my generosity.  

It pricked my conscience a little.  

Belts like this cost less than 10,000 won to produce  

"So, would you like to pay by card? It’s cheaper with cash."  

"Yes. I only have a card."  

The girl fumbled through her card wallet.  

I’m sorry.  

But I can’t help it.  

It’s because you made me like this.  

I reluctantly nodded and took the card from her.  

However, just as I was about to swipe it through the machine...  

I froze when I noticed a group pacing the corridor near the store.  

They were so tall their heads popped over the booths.  

And dressed in dreary black suits, with scars on their faces.  

Anyone could tell they were gangsters.  

Why, though?  

Why were they walking directly into my store?  

This place obviously doesn’t sell men’s clothing.  

I held the customer’s card tightly and shrank my shoulders.  

And soon, I understood why they had come to my shop.  

Because a small girl suddenly popped out between the legs of two gangsters.  

A girl wearing a cap and glasses ran over to my customer.  

Then hugged her lightly as if she was thrilled to see her.  

"Si-ho unnie-! I told you to shop with me, why’d you come alone?"  

"Ah... I was just browsing and thought this looked nice, so I decided to buy it."  

The girl gestured at the clothes she was wearing.  

At this, the bespectacled girl tilted her head as she inspected the outfit.  

"It’s pretty—but isn’t it too plain? You look like an Ilshim employee, just like these guys here."  

Did I hear that right?  

Ilshim?  

The biggest and most infamous black organization?  

I gulped and nervously glanced at the men.  

"Is it? But it’s for the Potion Master interview, so I thought something dignified would be better."  

"That’s true. It’s not the entertainment industry. So how much is it? Be careful; places like this tend to overcharge."  

"They said it’s 180,000 won for both."  

"What? 180,000 won?!"  

The bespectacled girl shouted in a loud voice.  

The men seemed to react to her outburst and approached the booth.  

I’m doomed...  

The bespectacled girl frowned and strode over to me.  

She placed a hand on her waist and glared at me fiercely.  

"Excuse me, unnie."  

"Y-yes?"  

"No matter how much of a sucker you think my unnie is, isn’t this too much?"  

Si-ho looked hurt at being called a sucker, her expression gloomy.  

But I felt more than just hurt—I was terrified.  

"Looking at it, this fabric seems like a blend of cotton and polyester. How can it cost 180,000 won? Even 100,000 would be generous!"  

Why did her little sister have to be an expert?  

I was helpless before her, who even pointed out the materials.  

The bespectacled girl’s snapping voice drew the attention of other customers around the store.  

If this continues, my store’s going to get a bad reputation for overcharging!  

"W-what are you saying? These days, if I don’t charge this much, I won’t even break even!"  

I folded my arms and feigned ignorance.  

If I backed down now, it would be like admitting to overcharging, so I had no choice.  

"Oh really?"  

The bespectacled girl seemed even more furious as she took off her glasses.  

She slowly moved closer, aggressively leaning into my space.  

Wait, I feel like I’ve seen this face before...  

"Sorry, but I’ve been coming to this shopping district for five years. Should I call all the clerks I know and ask if this price is fair?"  

Five years?  

Wait a second... I heard there’s a celebrity who’s been visiting this area for five years.  

That person is said to go around with Ilshim bodyguards like these.  

Could it be...?  

"Are you... singer JEI?"  

I unconsciously raised a finger to point.  

JEI gently took hold of my finger and slowly lowered it.  

"Thank you for recognizing me."  

"I’m so sorry... I didn’t realize you were JEI’s unnie..."  

I bowed my head in apology.  

But the celebrity remained with her arms crossed, unimpressed by my apology.  

"You should apologize to my unnie, not me. And whether you know me or not, scamming people like that isn’t right."  

She was younger than me but reprimanded me firmly and clearly.  

But all I could do was grit my teeth in silence.  

Because it was JEI.  

It wouldn’t end well to mess with the hottest idol and her connections.  

"I’m sorry, customer..."  

I bowed my head and apologized to the girl.  

"It’s okay. I understand shopkeepers need to make a living too..."  

Si-ho forgave me with a warm voice.  

She wouldn’t be so forgiving if she knew the actual cost...  

"Unnie, you’re too kind. You shouldn’t let it slide so easily."  

W-wait... They’re not planning to retaliate, are they?  

No, they’re idols...  

"I’ll make sure you pay a proper price so this doesn’t happen again."  

The idol smirked ominously.  

Her dark shadow loomed over me.  

I should’ve known my luck was too good today...  

---  

We went to a café in the shopping district with Jae-hee.  

Sitting across from each other at a round table, we drank sweet frappes.  

The two bodyguards accompanying her enjoyed their Americanos while holding several shopping bags.  

Looking at those bags, I asked Jae-hee worriedly.  

"Is it really okay to buy all this so cheaply?"  

"Of course—it’s all at cost price. And you really didn’t have many clothes, unnie. If you’re going to be around Executor unnie, you need at least this much."  

Jae-hee smiled brightly as if imagining Executor and her together.  

Then she turned to me with a soft smile and asked.  

"Since Executor unnie and Anna unnie are both so pretty, you should dress up and compete too, unnie."  

Jae-hee clenched her fists and made a fighting pose.  

She seemed to know a bit about my relationship with the two of them...  

Probably because of the card she gave me to buy clothes.  

Remembering what happened yesterday morning made my face flush red.  

Seeing me like that, Jae-hee asked,  

"Especially the outfit I picked for you—make sure you wear that. I’m sure they’ll love it."  

"T-that one...?"  

"Yes, for sure."  

She snapped her index finger.  

But the skirt was so revealing it made me uncomfortable...  

"And no more frappes after today!"  

"Why? They’re delicious."  

"Unnie, you’ve gained weight since I first saw you. Strangely, your face hasn’t changed, but other parts..."  

Her’s eyes scanned my body from top to bottom.  

Feeling her gaze, I squirmed.  

"Okay, fine... I’ll manage."  

Have I gained that much weight recently?  

Come to think of it, I’ve been drinking frappes more than coffee lately...  

A chill ran down my spine as I rubbed my arms.  

I decided to walk to my interview later today.  

  
    Chapter 76 Espresso Martini 2

    I arrived at the Association building.  

And it was at the headquarters, a place I had never been to in my life.  

The tall building, reminiscent of something you'd see in New York, made my body tense up.  

I gripped the bag containing cocktail ingredients tightly and slowly entered the lobby.  

However, the difficulties began right at the entrance.  

There was a gate that required scanning an ID card to pass through.  

And in front of it stood a man with a stern expression, dressed in a suit.  

Before I could even ask, he approached me.  

"What brings you here?"  

It seemed he already knew all the faces in the company, instantly recognizing me as an outsider.  

Feeling intimidated by someone nearly two heads taller than me, I avoided his gaze and barely managed to reply.  

"Ah… I’m here for the Potion Master evaluation today."  

"Potion Master? I haven’t heard of such a schedule. And evaluations like that aren’t held at the headquarters."  

"What...?"  

The front part of my hair, combed to the side, stuck up awkwardly.  

What does he mean? I was clearly told to come to the headquarters building…  

"For now, could you wait here for a moment? I’ll check with the desk."  

"Oh, but that’s not okay..."  

Time was running out.  

There were barely five minutes left until the interview.  

I bit my finger out of habit.  

As I scanned my surroundings, my restless feet suddenly froze when I spotted a somewhat familiar face.  

"Oh, Si-ho!"  

It was Eun-chan.  

Although my memory was hazy from meeting him in a drunken state, his distinct curly hair helped me recognize him immediately.  

"Eun-chan...?"  

"Fancy seeing you here. What brings you to the Association?"  

He pulled out an ID card from the crossbody bag he was carrying.  

Then, he stopped briefly in front of me.  

"Well... I have an interview today, and there are only five minutes left. They won’t let me in even after seeing my recommendation letter."  

"Really? Could you show me the letter?"  

With a reassuring and kind voice, Eun-chan extended his hand toward me.  

I hesitated, glancing at the guard, but eventually handed him the recommendation letter.  

"Ah, it’s a personal evaluation, not an official one. And it’s under Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae."  

Eun-chan nodded, understanding why I was being denied entry.  

With a casual smile, he explained to the guard on my behalf.  

"This person is Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae’s guest. It’s fine if we go in together, right?"  

"If the team leader says so..."  

The guard nodded lightly and stepped aside from the gate.  

Eun-chan gently grabbed my arm.  

"Let’s go in together."  

With a refreshing smile, the young man winked at me and casually took the lead.  

When we arrived at the gate, he stood behind me, almost hugging me from the back, creating an awkward moment as we passed through the gate.  

"This is the only way for two people to pass through together. Haha..."  

"Ah, okay..."  

I hadn’t even thought about it, but he still made an effort to apologize.  

However, the guard seemed far more flustered than I was.  

He glanced at Eun-chan, who was standing so close behind me, then awkwardly looked away, clearing his throat.  

"Assemblywoman Park’s office is on the 32nd floor. You can take the visitor elevator here."  

"Thank you so much."  

"No problem. Let’s grab drinks together next time. That drinking game was really fun, wasn’t it?"  

At the mention of the drinking game, my face turned red.  

I forced a smile, brushing it off with a vague response.  

We waited for the visitor elevator.  

But no matter how long we waited, the elevator didn’t come to the first floor lobby.  

As if on purpose, it kept moving around the 20th floor.  

When one finally arrived, I couldn’t board it either.  

It was too crowded with people coming up from the basement, leaving no room to squeeze in.  

It was frustrating.  

My anxiety grew, and I started clenching my thighs together.  

Haah…  

Eun-chan, watching from behind, noticed everything.  

In fact, he could have gotten on the elevator several times, but he let them all go while watching over me.  

"Um, Si-ho."  

"Yes…?"  

I turned around, wearing a despondent expression.  

Eun-chan awkwardly raised his finger, gesturing.  

His finger pointed toward the executive elevator.  

"Let’s just take that one together."  

"Is that really okay...?"  

"Yeah, almost no one would say anything about it. I do hold a pretty high position here, you know."  

He smiled softly and placed a hand on my shoulder.  

Then, he kindly guided me to the executive elevator.  

The team leader pressed the button for the 32nd floor himself.  

He was heading to the 34th floor, where the security office was located.  

"The executive elevator is more comfortable but also smaller and slower. Please understand."  

"What do you mean ‘understand’? I’m honored just to ride it!"  

I waved my hands vigorously.  

How many times in my life would I get to ride an elevator this luxurious, with music playing and an elegant interior?  

It was an honor.  

"How’s your noona doing?"  

He casually asked me, putting his hands behind his back.  

Realizing he was referring to the Executor, my body stiffened.  

"She’s doing well, health-wise."  

"That’s good to hear. She looked pretty uncomfortable last time. I thought she might be sick."  

Her expression had looked uncomfortable?  

I couldn’t remember what her face looked like since my memory of that time was incomplete.  

The memory of going to the motel was crystal clear, though...  

What an ironic situation.  

Eun-chan found my puzzled face surprising and asked again.  

"She was so determined to protect you back then. Even the Black Rose came out, it was quite something."  

So, the Executor was trying to protect me.  

His words made me bow my head instinctively.  

No wonder she was angry then...  

I carefully picked my words before opening my mouth to respond.  

But before I could speak, my lips snapped shut again.  

The elevator suddenly stopped at the 12th floor.  

When the doors opened, my entire body froze.  

The man who stepped on at the 12th floor was Ji-hoo’s father, whom I had met at the amusement park two days ago.  

Lee Dae-eun, now wearing a suit, locked eyes with me.  

Unlike his casual sweatshirt look from before, he appeared sharp as a ranker.  

Suppressing his twitching eyebrows, he nonchalantly joined us in the elevator.  

Being surrounded by two men I knew on both sides made me shrink even more.  

"Security Team Leader, right?"  

Eun-chan smiled brightly and gave a salute gesture.  

But Dae-eun only half-heartedly acknowledged it with a wave of his hand.  

His gaze remained fixed on me.  

I could feel his menacing stare to the point where my scalp tingled.  

When I tried to swallow my saliva, I ended up choking.  

Dae-eun coldly asked me a question.  

"What brings you to the Association headquarters?"  

"Well, um..."  

"She’s here for the Potion Master evaluation."  

Eun-chan interjected with a grin.  

Dae-eun frowned at his interruption.  

"Did I ask you?"  

"Come on, if you ask ‘what brings you here’ in such a cold tone, anyone would get scared."  

I was grateful for the security team leader’s usual cheerful energy.  

I signaled my thanks to him with my eyes.  

Eun-chan discreetly gave me an okay sign back.  

"Yes, I’m here for an evaluation today… haha."  

"Got it. Now that I think about it, you mentioned being a potion seller when we first met in Sindorim."  

"She also works as a bartender during the day. How about we have our next afterparty at her place?"  

Eun-chan gave Dae-eun a thumbs-up, suggesting the idea.  

But the mention of ‘our place’ made a chill run down my spine.  

Two Association rankers coming to the bar where the Executor and Anna worked?  

Just imagining it was horrifying.  

It would be fortunate if there wasn’t a knife fight.  

I felt like a shrimp caught between two whales, my body stiffening.  

Damn, why is this elevator so slow?!  

"Sure, you might find an unexpected harvest there."  

The Security Team Leader lightly dusted his collar and fixed his gaze straight ahead.  

I also adjusted my shirt, which clung tightly to my chest.  

The small elevator made the air feel stifling.  

"By the way, it’s surprising, Si-ho. I didn’t know you were acquainted with Assemblywoman Park."  

I was so grateful to Eun-chan for changing the subject.  

"She’s someone who’s shrouded in mystery. Even though she’s a senator, there’s hardly any information about her.  

She doesn’t use our team for security but hires private mercenaries instead."  

"With a security team leader like this, that’s no surprise."  

Dae-eun made a snide comment, but Eun-chan just chuckled it off with a carefree grin.  

"Of course—we need to work harder, right? I’ll be sure to learn a lot from the experienced Security Team Leader."  

Dae-eun seemed displeased with his usual glibness and said nothing more.  

Instead, the Security Team Leader spoke to me in a low voice.  

"Don’t waste time on small talk and focus on the test. That person has a lot of shady dealings."  

"That’s right. She looks elegant and kind, but there’s this chilling vibe about her."  

That bad?  

Hearing concerns from two team-leader-level rankers made me naturally tense up.  

As if delivering my death sentence, the painfully slow elevator finally stopped at the 32nd floor.  

I stepped out with the clicking sound of my heels and slowly turned around.  

Both team leaders were looking at me at the same time.  

One was smiling, the other wore a calm expression.  

Eun-chan clenched both hands into fists and made a cheering gesture.  

"Si-ho, good luck. Let’s grab a drink again afterward."  

"Haha... sure."  

I chuckled lightly and waved at him.  

Then, I bowed my head slightly to the stoic Dae-eun in a polite goodbye.  

Dae-eun ignored the gesture with a blank face and asked Eun-chan.  

"You even drank together?"  

"Of course, we even played drinking games—Si-ho is a total riot when drunk..."  

His embarrassing praise made my mouth drop open in surprise.  

But the elevator doors closed before I could react, leaving only a heavy silence in the 32nd-floor hallway.  

"Phew..."  

I wiped the sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand.  

I adjusted the hairpin Jae-hee had placed in my hair.  

To give a neat impression, I pinned one side of my bangs to the side.  

"Let’s do this."  

I steadied my breathing.  

Walking down the quiet corridor, I stopped in front of the office marked with the name "Park Shin-ae."  

  

A luxurious nameplate and an ornate wooden door stood before me.  

Behind this door was one of the 50 senators leading Korea.  

With trembling hands, I pushed the door open.  

A faint scent of acacia wafted out from the room.  

Seated at a long desk ahead was someone writing something intently.  

The woman, with her hair tied to one side like mine, looked to be in her late twenties.  

When she heard me enter, she looked up from her work.  

The moment I saw her eyes, I was taken aback.  

Her pupils...  

They were a mixture of white and black, just like Anna’s.  

"Welcome, Si-ho. You’re right on time."  

Her voice was calm and feminine.  

She put away the documents she had been working on and clasped her hands together.  

"Hello, I’m Han Si-ho, here for today’s evaluation."  

I folded my hands politely.  

Then, I spoke clearly, just as I had practiced beforehand.  

The senator rested her chin on her clasped hands.  

She stared at me intently, as if intrigued.  

"This is a first."  

"An applicant arriving under the protection of the two strongest men in the Association."  

Her comment made me feel a bit odd.  

How did she know what happened in the elevator?  

"What’s your relationship with those two?"  

It was a question I hadn’t anticipated.  

What should I say…? I racked my brain and suddenly remembered the word Eun-chan had used—friend.  

"They’re friends."  

"Friends, huh..."  

The senator’s eyes narrowed slightly, her lips curling into a sly smile.  

"Now that I think about it..."  

"You’re also friends with an Ilshim executive—and with the worst killer in history, aren’t you?"  

Could she possibly mean the Executor and Anna?  

As I listened to her words, my shoulders tensed.  

We had never met before, yet she already seemed to know so much about me.  

"Was that too much small talk? My apologies."  

The senator, who had just stabbed me with her words, rose from her seat.  

She was about half a head taller than me and walked around leisurely with her hands behind her back.  

Her sensual figure was clad in a black business skirt as she began pacing the office.  

The walls of the office were filled with butterfly diagrams, human models, and other eerie objects uncharacteristic of a senator’s office.  

"Well, as the Executor might have told you, you’ve already passed."  

"Then why did you call me here?"  

I asked boldly, doing my best to hide my trembling.  

The woman brushed her long hair to the side and whispered to me.  

"I just thought I’d meet you in person—and maybe get a free drink."  

Up close, the floral fragrance became even stronger.  

It wasn’t the synthetic smell of perfume but a completely natural scent.  

"Alright, should I make you a drink right away?"  

Her knowing so much about me made me uncomfortable.  

It felt like I was being watched, and it was unnerving.  

I resolved to keep my expression serious.  

I decided to show her only my professional side.  

I placed my bag on the guest table.  

"As you might already know, my potions are all cocktail-based. Is there anything specific you’d like to drink?"  

"Hmm. I’ve been feeling tired lately. How about something that’ll snap me awake?"  

The woman, circling me as if studying me, asked.  

She didn’t seem to care about my cocktails at all.  

"Alright. I’ll make you something that’ll really wake you up."  

I rolled up the sleeves of my shirt to my elbows.  

I didn’t know how much she knew about me.  

But there was no way she understood the taste of my cocktails.  

I’d show this rude woman my true skills. 
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    Even a peculiar office has a coffee machine.  

I asked Assemblywoman Park for permission and pulled an espresso shot.  

"Feel free to use it as much as you like."  

Her sharp and slender eyes squinted in a smile.  

She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, gazing down at me as though observing something curious.  

Soon, the rich aroma of coffee filled the office.  

But even amidst that, the peculiar scent emanating from her lingered faintly.  

It was entirely different from Jae-hee’s pheromones.  

Since it wasn’t particularly arousing or stimulating, I tried not to pay it any mind.  

I focused solely on making the drink in front of me.  

One ounce (30ml) of clear and pure vodka.  

Half an ounce (15ml) of coffee vanilla-flavored Kahlua.  

One shot (30ml) of Colombian Supremo espresso.  

Combine all these ingredients with ice in a shaker.  

Shake vigorously for 10 seconds, enough to make a ponytail dance.  

Then, double strain using a strainer and sieve.  

Finally, gently place three coffee beans atop the foam...  

---

  

Grade: ★★★★★ (Legendary)  

Effect: Increases all stats by 20 for one hour.  

Description: A fusion of coffee and alcohol. The rich and robust flavor of coffee meets the clean and sharp taste of alcohol to stimulate all five senses. However, given the mix of caffeine and alcohol, it’s likely not good for your body.  

"Here is your Espresso Martini."  

I elegantly held the finished glass.  

Then smoothly placed it on her desk.  

A brown foam rose atop the black liquor, reminiscent of a stout beer.  

The assemblywoman tilted her head at its appearance.  

"Alcohol with coffee in it?"  

She carefully held the glass with two fingers.  

Judging from how she avoided gripping the part with the drink, she knew how to handle cocktails.  

(Holding the drink-bearing part would cause the beverage to cool too quickly.)  

"Yes, it’ll make you feel instantly awake."  

I kept my posture upright, maintaining my composure.  

She may have observed me thoroughly until now, but it was undoubtedly her first time tasting one of my cocktails.  

"Thank you. I’ll enjoy it."  

She brought the glass to her lips.  

The coffee foam clung to her smooth lips.  

After taking two calm sips, she set the glass back on the table.  

"..."  

I silently awaited her evaluation.  

This was a five-star cocktail.  

Since "Blue Sky," this was the first legendary drink I had poured my heart into, so my expectations were high.  

I believed her reaction wouldn’t stray far from my hopes.  

However, she said something completely unexpected.  

"This is fascinating..."  

Her first words made me tilt my head unconsciously.  

It wasn’t "delicious" or "bad," but "fascinating."  

"It’s clearly an ordinary cocktail, yet it feels like I’ve been buffed—my body feels lighter."  

She spoke about the effect, not the taste or details of the cocktail.  

Though a bit disappointed, I managed to straighten my expression.  

"Any drink touched by my hand becomes buffed."  

She stood from her seat again.  

The sound of her chair moving echoed in the quiet office.  

"Buffs applied to non-human objects as well—how fascinating."  

She walked silently, almost ghost-like, toward a human model displayed in a corner.  

She began fiddling with its fingers as if handling a toy.  

"So, with just Si-ho’s arm, you could create any buff you want?"  

I mulled over her words in my head.  

They were correct, but something about them felt unpleasant.  

"Well, yes?"  

"One of my students has a similar miraculous arm. Someday, I’d like to compare their effects."  

She manipulated the model’s arm to spread its palm, as though demanding something.  

"Compare...?"  

"Yes, I thought such an arm was one of a kind in this world. Never did I imagine encountering another like it."  

She smiled faintly and approached me.  

Then gently grasped my arm.  

"Would you mind visiting my lab?"  

"Why would I go there..."  

Her hair lightly tickled my shoulder.  

She whispered softly to me.  

"I want to hire you."  

A strand of her hair extended outward like an antenna.  

I felt a shiver run down my spine and reflexively rubbed my neck, slowly retreating.  

"If you’re aiming to be a Potion Master, it means you need money. Work under me, and I’ll pay you generously."  

"What kind of work?"  

"It’s simple. You’ll make cocktails for my students every day. We’ll provide all the ingredients and equipment. You only need to show up."  

I rubbed my chin thoughtfully.  

It didn’t seem like a losing deal.  

With ample equipment and ingredients, I could also research various cocktails.  

And being the exclusive bartender for an assemblywoman would be beneficial for my career.  

But still...  

Why did this feel so unsettling?  

"You must be conflicted. It’s a sudden offer, after all, and you likely already have a job."  

She let go of my hand.  

Then she spun around and returned to her desk.  

"But the pay isn’t very high where you’re working now, is it?"  

She opened a drawer.  

From it, she pulled out a familiar credit card.  

A black card...  

"I’ll deposit 12 million won per month on this card."  

"...Pardon?"  

I was dumbfounded.  

Twelve million won a month?  

Hearing her offer—my half-year’s salary condensed into a single month—made my eyes widen.  

She handed me the luxurious card that felt almost burdensome to hold.  

"Consider it a done deal if you accept this."  

I took the black card in a daze.  

She gently brushed my shoulder, encouraging me.  

"Don’t feel pressured. Your abilities are exceptional enough to warrant this kind of pay."  

Are my abilities truly worth that much...?  

I tried to recall if anyone had ever valued my skills so highly.  

No matter how far back I looked, nothing matched the worth of this card.  

Assemblywoman Park’s first impression had been slightly unsettling.  

From the team leader’s warning to her oddly seductive gaze.  

Yet, she recognized my abilities so strongly and even offered such high pay...  

It felt like I had no other choice.  

Maybe I should accept it.  

After all, she’s one of the assembly members protecting Korea.  

Not just that, but a senator.  

What could go wrong? She’s a public official...  

If things get strange, I can always quit.  

I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth.  

Then, with a calm voice, I replied to the senator.  

"Alright. Shall we sign a contract?"  

"A contract isn’t necessary. My word is the contract here."  

She pointed to the South Korean flag with her finger.  

Instead, she pulled a silver badge from her drawer and pinned it to my chest pocket.  

"It’s the official Hunter mark of the Association."  

I looked down at the badge on my chest.  

The letter "B" was engraved on it.  

Wait, does this mean I’ve been recognized as a B-rank Hunter...?  

A faint tremor spread through my cheeks.  

Even Ji-soo noona worked tirelessly to earn a B-rank Hunter badge...  

And I’m getting it just for making a drink?  

She must have sensed my bewilderment, as she lightly tapped my shoulder.  

"Amazing, right? Being recognized as a B-rank Hunter from the start. That’s how special your buffs are. They’re already proving effective and thrilling."  

Her eyes narrowed and lengthened.  

Clasping her hands behind her back, she turned around and handed me a business card.  

  

"Tonight, you’ll receive a call here. They’ll inform you about your start time, pickup vehicle, and other details."  

"Okay..."  

The woman smiled faintly as she held the espresso martini I had made.  

She raised it slightly in a subtle toast gesture.  

"Shall we end the interview here? I’ll be busy preparing to hand over Si-ho’s induction."  

"Understood. Thank you very much for your time."  

"Well then, bye-bye."  

She tilted her head and said goodbye like a native speaker.  

I brushed my hair to the side and bowed politely.  

As I was about to open the front door and leave, I came to a halt.  

The assemblywoman stopped me briefly.  

"By the way, make sure to wear comfortable clothes when you come to work. Not a suit like today."  

"Uh...? Why?"  

I asked, bewildered.  

She gestured up and down my body with her finger, as if dragging it across a screen.  

"Some of my students can’t resist themselves when they see someone as beautiful as you."  

"Especially in an outfit like this."  

The assemblywoman said something chilling with a relaxed expression.  

At that moment, I felt something was seriously off.  

"I enjoy the view, but we wouldn’t want Si-ho to end up in danger, right?"  

"Ah... Got it."  

I nodded reluctantly and quickly shut the office door behind me.  

Only then did I finally let out a deep sigh of relief.  

"Haa..."  

I pressed the black card I held tightly against my chest.  

To think I now had a card like this, just like Anna...  

It felt like a dream.  

My heart pounded so hard it felt like it might burst.  

Twelve million won a month...  

I’m rich now!  

And I’ve been recognized as a B-rank Hunter with a stable job too.  

Now I can help others instead of only being helped.  

"This amazing news..."  

I instinctively reached for my phone.  

Two names caught my eye in the contacts list.  

I hesitated, wondering who to call first.  

Shouldn’t I call the person who gave me the recommendation first?  

My hand hovered over the call button.  

But I hesitated to press it right away.  

It felt a bit underwhelming to just call and tell them.  

A mischievous grin crept across my lips.  

Planning a little prank, I put my phone back in my bag.  

I headed straight for the elevator.  

Leaving the Association’s headquarters, I hailed a taxi without hesitation.  

I can afford taxis now.  

I mean, I’m a ‘black card’ holder.  

I told the driver my destination with ease.  

Later, I stopped by a café and bought four coffees.  

Carrying the paper carrier with clinking ice, I leisurely made my way to the building entrance.  

A place that once made me more nervous than anywhere else.  

A place so intimidating that I almost had my bag snatched by reporters.  

In front of Ilshim Headquarters.  

I met the eyes of two rough-looking men standing guard.  

They approached me casually upon seeing me in my interview attire.  

When they realized who I was, they smiled.  

"Are you Si-ho?"  

It was Sang-moon and his subordinate.  

The two smiled cheerfully, scratching their heads.  

Their attitude was starkly different from the rough treatment I had received the first time we met.  

"I came by with good news and to see you."  

I looked up at the two men and smiled faintly.  

Even the tear mole beneath my eye seemed to greet them warmly.  

"Good news?"  

"Yes, I got a job!"  

I proudly declared, raising a finger.  

"Wow—congratulations."  

He genuinely congratulated me.  

The subordinate next to him also clapped enthusiastically.  

"It must be hot here. Have some coffee while you work."  

I handed them two of the coffees.  

Sang-moon scratched the back of his head and thanked me.  

"You didn’t have to do this... Are you feeling okay?"  

"My, my body...?"  

The sudden concern for my body snapped me to attention.  

Could they be talking about that incident?  

"Were you sick, Si-ho?"  

The subordinate, who hadn’t been present at the time, asked curiously.  

Sang-moon chuckled but stopped when he saw my awkward expression.  

"Oh... well, there was something like that. Anyway, she’s in the meeting room right now. If you wait in the hallway, you’ll see her."  

"Ah... Thank you."  

I nodded awkwardly and entered Ilshim’s building.  

The lobby was bustling with various members of the organization.  

People from entertainment, administration, fieldwork, and more were all moving efficiently.  

Each time I made eye contact with someone, they greeted me warmly with, "It’s been a while, Si-ho."  

Was it because of the rumor that I was friends with the Executor?  

Everyone greeted me kindly first.  

But... is it okay for me to be here when I’ve joined the Association?  

My hand instinctively moved to my chest.  

I hurriedly hid the Association badge in my pocket and climbed the stairs.  

However, as I climbed, I felt a strange gaze following me.  

I glanced back discreetly.  

The members staring at me quickly turned red and hurried off in their own directions.  

What was that?  

It felt like their gazes were directed at my pants.  

Did something get on them?  

I lightly brushed my slacks and calmly continued up the stairs.  

Waiting in the second-floor hallway for someone.  

Soon, the quiet hallway was filled with the sound of clicking heels.  

The executives of Ilshim appeared.  

Among them, a woman as beautiful as a flower stood out amidst the rugged men.  

I waved brightly at her.  

"Executor!"  

The stern executives all reacted to my voice.  

The Executor, blushing, hurriedly ran toward me.  

"What are you doing here...!"  

"I just thought of you and came by."  

I smiled mischievously.  

The Executor glanced at the executives, clearly nervous.  

"Do you even know where you are?"  

The organization’s bosses looked shocked at her reaction.  

It seemed to be their first time seeing the usually charismatic female executive flustered.  

"Um... your workplace?"  

"Haa..."  

She rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand.  

I handed her a coffee.  

"Here, coffee. Your favorite Americano."  

The red-eyed woman bit her lip.  

After a moment, she resigned herself, took the coffee, and sipped it through the straw.  

"Hah... You’re really something..."  

The red-eyed woman shook her head, exasperated.  

But when she saw my smiling face, she couldn’t help but soften her expression.  

"You’re so clumsy. How are you going to manage like this?"  

She placed her hand on my head.  

Noticing a hairpin she hadn’t seen before, she adjusted it neatly in place. 
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    “Where did you get the hairpin?”

Executor fiddled with the simple pin stuck in my hair.

She blankly observed my side-swept bangs and neatly tied ponytail.

“Jae-hee bought it for me.”

I answered with a faint smile, my hands clasped behind my back.

“Did you go shopping together?”

“Yeah. What I’m wearing now is also from there.”

She finally gave my outfit a once-over.

Then, as if dissatisfied, she shook her head.

The female executive from Ilshim soon took off the suit jacket she was wearing.

And draped it over my shoulders.

“Wear it.”

“It’s hot outside.”

When I pouted my lips, she forcefully slid my arms into the sleeves.

She even buttoned it up tightly.

“From now on, at least wear a T-shirt under your shirt.”

“...”

The moment I realized what she meant, my face heated up.

I tightly gripped the jacket and turned my head away.

A brief awkward moment.

Sharp footsteps echoed in our direction.

It was a face I had seen in the past.

Hwangsa.

Even though he was wearing sunglasses, he couldn’t hide his smirk.

With a swagger, he waved leisurely at us.

“Isn’t this the young lady from back then?”

His sly voice made me instinctively shrink back.

I slowly hid behind Executor.

Still draped in her oversized jacket.

“Even after my warning back then, you ended up sticking with the Executor?”

He chuckled and pointed a finger at me.

Executor sternly grabbed his finger and twisted it.

“And you always grin like a pervert whenever you see Jae-hee.”

“Ah-! That’s just out of fatherly affection...”

“Bull... I heard all about how you even had dinner with her.”

Executor bent his finger to the point it nearly broke.

Hwangsa winced and barely managed to pull away from her.

Clutching his throbbing finger, he shouted.

“Damn it... You know there’s a company dinner today, right? All executives are required to attend.”

“No can do. I’m having dinner with her.”

Executor lightly placed her hand on my shoulder.

I nodded in agreement.

Since I had recently started working, I had been planning to treat her anyway.

“Even the vice-chairman is attending?”

“The vice-chairman...?”

Executor’s previously calm expression twitched slightly.

She pressed her lips together, looking troubled.

“This is...”

“It’s okay, I can eat next time.”

“How about the young lady attends the dinner with us?”

Hwangsa nudged my shoulder with his elbow in a teasing manner.

Executor gently encircled the arm he touched.

“Why would she go there?”

“Why not? It’ll be nice. With the vice-chairman there, the food is bound to be lavish.”

He mimed eating with a spoon theatrically.

“Don’t worry. You know the vice-chairman’s personality, right? They’d definitely like it.”

“...”

Executor crossed her arms, lost in thought.

I grew concerned as well.

If Executor skipped an important dinner because of me, it might cause her trouble.

Wouldn’t it be better if I went with her and just stayed quiet...?

“Alright, I’ll go too.”

I confidently said, linking arms with Executor.

She looked down at me with a troubled expression.

“Hey...!”

“Don’t worry. I’ll just quietly eat.”

“See-? The vice-chairman will surely love it.”

Hwangsa laughed heartily as he wedged himself between us.

Throwing an arm around each of our shoulders, he guided us down the stairs.

Japanese Restaurant, Gyeongwolru.

One of the grand establishments managed by Ilshim, is often used as a venue for executives’ dinners.

Rumor had it that all the staff were women, selected for their looks.

Men in black suits stood in a line in front of the grand entrance.

Gradually, executives of Korea’s largest organization gathered on the red carpet.

Watching the solemn sight sent shivers down my spine.

Should I have not come after all...?

As I stiffened nervously, Hwangsa clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t worry. We’re not as scary as we seem.”

The scar across his forehead glistened faintly.

And his eerie reptilian golden eyes glared.

Not scary, my ass.

You’re terrifying.

“Stay close to me. We’ll eat and leave right away.”

Executor reassured me with her dependable voice.

I clung tightly to her arm and rested my head on her shoulder.

Soon, it was our turn to enter.

Walking between the two highest-ranking executives of the organization, I gracefully stepped onto the red carpet.

Thankfully, my slacks and shirt outfit didn’t stand out much amidst Ilshim’s members.

But the bowed subordinates’ eyes darted toward me curiously.

They seemed to wonder who I was to dare stand between two snakes.

Ignoring their gazes, I kept my eyes straight ahead.

Beyond the round wooden bridge, a stone pond came into view.

Devoid of water, it was a lake made entirely of granite.

Was there a place like this in Korea...?

As I looked around curiously, Executor suddenly grabbed my waist tightly.

Startled, a soft sound escaped my lips.

“We wait here.”

Among the waiting lines of executives.

Executor stopped at the very front of the line.

So did Hwangsa.

He also paused at the front and waited quietly.

Across the aisle stood a man with white hair and another with blue eyes.

They exchanged light nods with Executor.

“Um... Executor.”

“Yeah.”

“Could those two in front of us be Baeksa and Cheongsa?”

“Correct.”

Hearing her confirmation, my cheeks puffed up slightly.

Covering my mouth with the back of my hand, I barely stifled a laugh.

White hair for Baeksa, blue eyes for Cheongsa.

So simple, it’s easy to remember.

Cheongsa, the middle-aged man with blue eyes, frowned at my laugh.

Feeling his intimidating aura, I immediately shut my mouth.

“The vice-chairman is entering.”

A man in sunglasses reported through his walkie-talkie.

Executor straightened her back, folding her hands behind her.

I imitated her and stood upright.

The restaurant fell into an eerie silence.

Despite the crowd.

Soft footsteps began to echo from the start of the red carpet.

As the sound grew closer, my heart thumped louder.

What would they look like?

As the second-in-command of the organization, they must look incredibly fearsome, right?

Maybe they’ll have scars like Hwangsa.

Or blood-red eyes like Executor.

Or... huh?

A figure walked leisurely down the center of the carpet, hands clasped behind their back.

Long black hair with neat bangs.

And green eyes resembling a snake’s.

They had the visual of a college girl wearing circle lenses.

Despite it being May, they wore a turtleneck that covered their neck completely.

As they brushed past us to enter the restaurant, they suddenly stopped. 
 
And first, she lightly shook hands with the white-haired man called Baeksa.
“So, is there enough hospital equipment these days?”
“Yes, thanks to you, Vice-Chairman, we’ve secured plenty of surplus as well.”
“That’s good. If there are any issues in the future, report them immediately.”
Next, she shook hands with Cheongsa.
The stern-looking middle-aged man greeted her politely, despite her appearing young enough to be his daughter.
“You’ve been struggling a lot recently due to the trouble with the Association.”
“No, I apologize for not handling it neatly enough to ease your concerns.”
“That’s not it. With so many Rankers on their side, it’s natural for us to be at a disadvantage. We’ll discuss this in detail later.”
The Vice-Chairman nodded subtly.
It seemed that Cheongsa was in charge of Ilshim’s physical forces.
Finally, it was our turn.
She gently turned her head to look at Hwangsa and Executor’s line.
The face of Ilshim’s second-in-command gradually approached us.
She greeted Hwangsa first.
“Hey.”
A sharp, resolute word.
Unlike the polite conversations with the other two executives, she spoke to Hwangsa with a tone akin to an older sister scolding her sibling.
“Huh...?”
“You’ve been doing a lot of things lately that weren’t assigned to you, haven’t you?”
“W-When have I ever done anything that didn’t benefit the organization? Everything I do becomes the blood and flesh of Ilshim...”
“Bull-. I heard you used the hush money given to silence the media to start an entertainment company!”
She kicked Hwangsa sharply in the shin.
He bit his lip and lifted one leg like a hurt puppy.
“B-But... there’s no better way to boost our public image than an entertainment company...”
“I’ll be watching. If it fails, it’s straight to Incheon Port for you.”
She glared at him with her snake-like sharp green eyes.
Hwangsa clasped his hands behind his back with a sullen face.
Cheongsa and Baeksa shook their heads and sighed at the sight.
Cheongsa, in particular, looked deeply dissatisfied, his brows furrowing.
Finally, it was Executor’s turn.
As she met eyes with the only female executive in the company, the Vice-Chairman relaxed her expression.
She smiled brightly, adopting a completely different demeanor from before.
“Our Team Leader Han!”
The Vice-Chairman patted Executor on the shoulder.
But Executor remained serious as always.
“This month’s distribution performance was fantastic. I also heard you raided the Association’s supply train!”
“It wasn’t much.”
“Not much? Thanks to you, we’re in the black this quarter.”
The woman with green eyes smiled as she playfully tapped Executor’s cheek.
Seriously, how many people in the world could treat Executor like this?
My thighs trembled instinctively.
I straightened my posture as much as possible to hide it.
“And who’s this adorable young lady?”
The Vice-Chairman tilted her head toward the petite bartender standing next to her.
Before my tense self could answer, Executor spoke up.
“She’s my sister.”
“Sister...? I thought our Team Leader Han was an only child.”
The green-eyed woman tilted her head curiously.
She stared at me, scrutinizing me from head to toe.
Her gaze lingered on the jacket I was wearing, which belonged to Executor.
Her eyebrows twitched as if she understood something.
Then, she chuckled lightly.
“Ah-. So, that’s Team Leader Han’s taste.”
The Vice-Chairman extended a hand to me.
Her gesture froze me in place like ice.
“Don’t be nervous. If you’re Executor’s sister, you’re my sister too.”
“I’m Ilshim’s Vice-Chairman, Choi Na-hyun.”
Her half-closed eyes sparkled like emeralds.
As if entranced, I reached out my hand.
Her cold hand intertwined with mine.
“I-I’m Han Si-ho.”
“You even share the same last name as Team Leader Han. I almost thought you were real sisters.”
After shaking hands with me, the Vice-Chairman put her leather gloves back on.
It was as if she was avoiding exposing her bare skin.
“Alright, let’s head in now. Our people must be hungry.”
She spoke with the dignity of a leader and led the way into the restaurant with her hands clasped behind her back.
“Phew... thank goodness. I thought she’d be scary.”
Once she was completely inside, I placed a hand on my chest.
And let out a deep breath.
“Not scary?”
Executor glanced down at me and asked.
I replied without hesitation.
“No. Her eyes are really beautiful.”
When I said it so casually, the female executive chuckled softly.
She silently patted the top of my head.
“Why, is she scary?”
“No. Let’s go...”
“What is it... You’re making me curious.”
“You’ll find out later.”
Executor placed her arm around my shoulder and followed the path the Vice-Chairman had taken.
I quietly followed the four executives into the restaurant.
Gyeongwolru was an incredibly unique building.
In the center of the main hall was a staircase, offering a clear view of the night sky as if ascending to the heavens.
Climbing all the way up led to the restaurant’s rooftop.
And on that rooftop was a beautiful pavilion, as if crafted for divine leisure.
In the middle of a wide table sat Na-hyun.
With reverence, we ascended the pavilion as if visiting a deity.
“This is my first time in a place like this...”
I muttered absentmindedly to Executor.
Na-hyun smiled and answered in her stead.
“Right? I designed this place myself.”
Her words made my eyes widen instinctively.
The Vice-Chairman was truly a person of many talents.
“That’s amazing... I’ve never seen such a beautiful restaurant before.”
“It feels nice to be complimented for once. The guys in my family always mock it for being too extravagant.”
She gestured to the four executives and laughed heartily.
Contrary to her elegant appearance, she had a bold, commanding demeanor.
“So... what does our Si-ho do? Are you affiliated with any group?”
Executor’s expression grew uneasy at the question.
She shook her head at me in desperation.
“Oh, I’m working as a bartender in Sindorim... and I recently found a new job.”
I had enough sense not to blurt out, “I got hired by the Association today!”
“Ah- a bartender! That’s a cool job. Then you must know a lot about drinks.”
“I’m still a beginner, so I have much to learn...”
I forced a smile and nervously touched my neck.
The Vice-Chairman gestured at me with her long finger.
“Then, how about picking the drink for today?”
“Of course. It would be an honor.”
I politely stood up.
Following her request, I approached the head table.
“Here, take a look at the menu and pick something suitable.”
She requested in a tone that sounded straight out of a historical drama.
I bowed respectfully and glanced at the menu she held.
My hair fell into my field of vision, so I gently pushed it aside.
At that moment, I felt the Vice-Chairman’s breath unusually close.
The loose jacket bothered me.
I took it off while receiving the menu from her.
But then, something fell onto the table from the jacket pocket.
“Wait, something fell.”
The Vice-Chairman reached out her hand.
Soon, a badge lay in her palm.
It was the official badge of the Hunter Association.
The executives’ faces turned pale as they recognized it.
The previously relaxed pavilion turned eerily silent, as if time had stopped
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    “...”  

Time stopped.  

Everyone’s attention was focused on the silver badge in the vice president’s hand.  

Watching the scene, the mole under my eye trembled slightly.  

The first to move was the Executor.  

She hastily opened her mouth.  

“V-Vice President... I’ll explain everything...”  

It was the first time I saw the Executor stutter.  

Her red pupils contracted completely.  

“No, Team Leader Han.”  

The expression on her face said there was no need for an explanation.  

The vice president smiled lightly and looked at her subordinate, Cheongsa.  

“Team Leader Cheong, my longsword.”  

“As you command.”  

The middle-aged man uncrossed his legs and stood up as if he had been waiting for this moment.  

He brought the longsword that had been resting under the vice president’s jacket.  

“Vice President!!”  

The Executor immediately stood up.  

She knelt beside the vice president.  

“I’ll explain everything! Please, just give me a chance...”  

“Hmm- It’s fine. There’s no need for you to explain.”  

The vice president didn’t even glance at the Executor.  

She simply accepted the longsword handed to her by Cheongsa.  

“Now, Miss Si-ho. Would you explain it yourself?”  

“T-That... That...”  

My lips turned pale.  

I had to come up with an excuse, but my mind wasn’t working.  

“Don’t be so scared-. Do you think I’ll kill you or something?”  

She looked up at me and smiled brightly.  

Her half-closed green eyes sparkled.  

“I’m not the type to randomly kill people just because they’re from the Association.”  

The vice president slowly drew the longsword.  

Its sharp blade gleamed so brightly it hurt my eyes.  

“Let’s settle this with an arm. It’ll serve as a proper warning to the Association.”  

The longsword was fully drawn.  

The vice president carefully wiped the blade with a towel on the table.  

“Team Leader Baek, call an ambulance. It’d be troublesome if she dies from shock.”  

Baeksa nodded and took out his phone.  

Turning away, he politely made the call.  

This was serious.  

She wasn’t joking...  

Soon, that sword would be stained with my blood.  

Clutching my arm, I trembled violently.  

After about two hundred shakes, I managed to scrape together a desperate idea.  

The one and only solution possible because the Executor was such a capable subordinate.  

That solution was...  

The woman lifted the massive longsword with one hand.  

She pointed it at my neck.  

It was so sharp it looked like it would cut my skin just by touching it.  

In the moment before the blade touched my neck, my panicked mind finally found words.  

“I-I-I’m actually a spy hired by the Executor!”  

Perhaps because I was shaking so much, my voice was loud enough for even the guards outside the pavilion to look up.  

“...”  

After my declaration, the pavilion went completely silent.  

It was so quiet I could hear the guards coughing in the distance.  

Cheongsa and Baeksa’s expressions said it all.  

Cheongsa’s face twisted as if he wanted to tear me apart.  

Baeksa closed his eyes tightly, as if envisioning the gruesome scene of me being split in two.  

The Executor was no different.  

Her thighs trembled where she knelt, taut from the position.  

I’m screwed, aren’t I...?  

My vision blurred, staring off into the distant void.  

“...”  

Fortunately, my neck wasn’t immediately cut.  

Instead, the blade wavered violently, causing my neck to tremble along with it.  

The reason the blade shook was simple.  

The vice president burst into uncontrollable laughter at my words.  

As if she’d taken some kind of drug, her laughter wouldn’t stop.  

“Hahaha... It’s been a while... since I’ve laughed this hard.”  

She lightly withdrew the longsword with one hand.  

The vice president, casually resting the sword on her shoulder, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.  

Cheongsa respectfully handed her a handkerchief to wipe away her tears.  

The vice president accepted it and looked up at me intently.  

“Miss Si-ho, you do seem to have a talent for entertaining people. So, a spy, huh?”  

She chuckled again, her shoulders trembling.  

Even the longsword seemed to rattle as if it found my story amusing.  

“Hahaha...”  

Her hearty reaction made my lips twitch involuntarily.  

But it wasn’t because I actually found the situation funny.  

I was just laughing along with the atmosphere... Ugh...  

“Are you kidding me right now?”  

My laughter stopped instantly.  

The vice president slammed the sword into the floor.  

The blade embedded itself deeply into the wooden floor.  

The sight was so terrifying that my thighs began to tremble.  

“Have you been watching too many movies? Who uses spies these days? Do you think Team Leader Han is that careless?”  

The vice president seemed to think I was accusing the Executor.  

She shifted her gaze away from me and looked at the kneeling Executor.  

In response, the Executor raised her head to meet the vice president’s eyes.  

The vice president was taken aback.  

The Executor nodded with a completely serious expression, as if to confirm my words.  

“Team Leader Han... is it true?”  

“Yes... I hired the spy. The information this bartender provided was crucial in attacking the supply train.”  

“What the...”  

The vice president scoffed in disbelief.  

“Even if Team Leader Han’s words are true... How can I trust that?”  

She clicked her tongue and looked at me.  

At least she didn’t seem entirely sure whether I was an enemy or ally.  

I couldn’t let this chance slip away.  

I had to prove I was on her side.  

Resolving myself, I knelt down firmly.  

The sound of my knees hitting the floor echoed.  

“It’s true!”  

“Who dares to shout so loudly in a place of safety!”  

Cheongsa rose in anger.  

But before he could step forward, I shouted again.  

“Hunter Association President, that bastard!”  

“???”  

Everyone in Ilshim, including the vice president, froze.  

The vice president blinked her green eyes, wondering if she had misheard.  

“Lee Dae-eun, that bastard!”  

Sorry, Ji-hoo...  

I’m going to drag your dad into this.  

“Park Shin-ae, that bastard!”  

Sorry, Assemblywoman...  

But I need to survive to go to work tomorrow.  

Hearing my outburst, Vice President Choi Na-hyun tilted her head.  

In a slightly bewildered tone, she asked the Executor.  

“Team Leader Han, who’s Lee Dae-eun?”  

“He’s the Association’s Chief of Security.”  

“And Park Shin-ae?”  

“She’s a senator from the Association. She also runs the research lab.”  

“Ha...!”  

The vice president placed her hand on her hip.  

She slowly looked around at her subordinates.  

The officers stared back at her, dumbfounded.  

After gauging their reactions, the vice president relaxed her stance.  

She spread her legs casually and laughed heartily.  

Her officers awkwardly followed her lead, forcing out laughter.  

The vice president turned to the Executor and asked.  

“Team Leader Han, who exactly is this girl?”  

“...”  
 
The Executor knelt, gazing up at the vice president with a completely serious expression.  

As if the time had finally come, she spoke to the vice president.  

A direct breakthrough.  

“She’s... my girlfriend.”  

At her declaration, the laughter of the executives stopped abruptly.  

Hwangsa was so shocked that he covered his mouth with his hand.  

“Girlfriend...? Of course, girls can just be friends, right?”  

The vice president, utterly bewildered, slipped into her dialect.  

I was no different.  

My face flushed as red as a ripe persimmon, and my expression stiffened.  

Even my hair stood on end.  

“She’s my partner.”  

The Executor suddenly pulled me close by the shoulder.  

Then she softly wrapped her arm around my waist.  

“Haha...”  

Na-hyun laughed again.  

But it wasn’t the hearty laughter from before.  

This time, it was an awkward laugh born of sheer embarrassment.  

“Is that so...”  

With trembling hands, she picked up a glass of water.  

She gulped it down as if trying to soothe her burning throat.  

“Yes, so please trust us. If Si-ho really is an Association spy, I’ll offer my life in apology.”  

Her voice was as earnest as if she were seeking approval from a father-in-law.  

The Executor bowed deeply, lowering her head so far that her crown touched the floor.  

Her long hair spilled across the wooden floor.  

“Well... what does your relationship have to do with me...”  

The vice president turned her head to avoid the weight of the Executor’s bow.  

As the second-in-command of Ilshim let out a deep sigh, she stared blankly at the full moon.  

“If Team Leader Han says so... I guess I have to believe it...”  

At the vice president’s words, the executives finally relaxed.  

Even the previously stern-faced Cheongsa coughed awkwardly, and Baeksa lowered his head.  

Only Hwangsa smirked at the sight of us.  

“Well, let’s drink. This idle talk has gone on long enough.”  

The vice president cleared her throat and hurriedly picked up the menu.  

To ease the atmosphere, she beckoned to me.  

“So, uh, our... bride. I mean, Miss Si-ho, why don’t you pick? What drink should we have?”  

“Huh... What?”  

Bride...?  

I’m going to lose my mind!  

But there was no other choice.  

If I wanted to get through this, I had to play along.  

Blushing furiously, I carefully accepted the menu.  

I needed to carry on the mood the Executor had worked so hard to save.  

“What kind of drink do you like, Vice President?”  

“Well... I like all kinds of drinks. But recently, Baeksa’s been nagging me about health, so I can’t have anything too strong.”  

Despite her youthful appearance, Na-hyun mumbled like an old man.  

Baeksa smiled faintly as he watched his superior.  

“In that case, how about sake as an aperitif? It’s mild and leaves a clean finish.”  

“Sake sounds good!”  

I pointed to a sake on the menu.  

Sweet and light aperitifs were essential for awkward atmospheres.  

Pleased with my choice, the vice president nodded.  

She ordered the most expensive C-course meal and the sake, then closed the menu lightly.  

Before long, an extravagant spread was laid out as if prepared in advance.  

The plump sake I had chosen appeared in a tokkuri bottle.  

  

Grade: ★★★☆  

Effect: Increases Courage by 3 for 1 hour.  

Details: A premium sake brewed from aged rice. Known as the most popular sake for its affordable price and pleasant taste compared to other Junmai Daiginjo.  

“Um... Vice President.”  

“Yes-! Our bride.”  

Sigh...  

I’m really losing my mind.  

She won’t keep calling me that, right?  

Clutching onto my sanity, I handed her the tokkuri bottle.  

“Please try warmed sake as well.”  

“You can warm sake too?”  

“Yes... If you take a deep breath after drinking, the lingering aroma is wonderful.”  

Impressed by my detailed explanation, the vice president nodded.  

She promptly extended her cup to me.  

“Well, if my daughter-in-law suggests it, I’ll have to try it!”  

Grinding my teeth, I slowly poured the sake.  

I then poured for the other executives as well.  

“Thank you, new bride.”  

While the others silently accepted their drinks, that annoying Hwangsa whispered smugly.  

I deliberately poured only half a glass for him.  

Finally, I poured for the Executor.  

Her face was as red as mine.  

Hiding her face with her hair, she nodded slightly, murmuring her thanks.  

Thank goodness...  

Her face wasn’t visible.  

“Well then, shall we toast for the organization?”  

The vice president cheerfully raised her glass.  

The drink swayed as she extended her arm with gusto.  

“Cheers!”  

The executives echoed her with soft cheers.  

I mumbled along in a barely audible voice.  

“Ahh- it’s true. The lingering aroma is amazing! Don’t you all think so?”  

She awkwardly laughed as she addressed the executives.  

They nodded, echoing her, “Yes, it’s really amazing.”  

And thus, my first meeting with the vice president ended without incident.  

The drinking session lasted over two hours.  

Surprisingly, the first to pass out was the vice president herself.  

Though she loved alcohol, her tolerance was low, and after about two bottles, she collapsed onto the table.  

Baeksa, her physician, sighed heavily and escorted her to her car.  

In the end, only the four remaining members of the Serpents and I were left.  

But even that awkward gathering didn’t last long.  

Cheongsa, feeling the weight of the situation, clicked his tongue and left first.  

Baeksa also departed, saying he couldn’t stay away from the hospital for too long.  

Hwangsa followed him, tagging along as he exited the pavilion.  

Eventually, only the Executor and I remained at Gyeongwolru.  

Still slightly tipsy, we quietly strolled around the stone lake before leaving.  

“...”  

Perhaps because of the earlier events, the atmosphere was unbearably awkward.  

I swallowed deeply and followed the Executor.  

In Gyeongwolru, only our footsteps and the chirping of crickets could be heard.  

Soon, she stopped walking.  

She looked at me steadily.  

“Your response wasn’t bad.”  

Feeling awkward under her gaze, I turned my head away.  

The Executor, blushing slightly, seemed embarrassed by the earlier events.  

“It’s all thanks to you... Your acting was impressive.”  

I clasped my hands behind my back and tilted my head.  

My now-long side bangs brushed against my shoulder.  

“Acting...?”  

Her red eyes drew closer.  

Her proximity and warm breath made my heart race.  

“It wasn’t acting for me.”  

We were so close our noses nearly touched.  

The woman with crimson eyes spoke softly and tenderly.  

“Did you really think it was just acting...?”  

At that moment, I couldn’t breathe.  

Her sudden question made my head spin.  

Seeing my flustered state, the Executor smiled.  

She whispered in a low, suggestive tone.  

“Your lips.”  

“H-Here...?”  

Her sudden command made my pupils tremble wildly.  

I frantically looked around to see if anyone was nearby.  

“...”  

She half-closed her eyes.  

And as I pressed my thighs together, I quietly surrendered to her warm, commanding tongue.  
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    It was a clear morning.

I left the house wearing the backpack I used as a wandering merchant.

It was to catch the shuttle bus sent by the Association.

I fiddled with my braided hair while gazing at the glass at the bus stop.

“...”

As I carefully observed my reflection, I recalled the Assemblyman telling me to wear something comfortable.

Taking that advice, I wore a sleeveless shirt underneath and a checkered shirt over it.

The clothes were picked by Jae-hee, and the checkered shirt was something I often wore even when I was a man, so it felt familiar.

However, the shirt Jae-hee chose was oversized and hung loosely on me.

One side barely stayed on my shoulder, and the other side slipped down to my elbow.

When I asked how I could walk around looking so ridiculous, Jei scolded me, saying that’s the current style.

These days, girls are really something...

Fortunately, I was wearing jeans for my bottom half.

I had feared she might pick a skirt or something, but thankfully, she handed me blue jeans with slightly ripped knees.

My completed outfit...

No matter how I look at it, I don't resemble a government employee.

Should I change clothes now?

I look more like a college student heading to a part-time job than an Association staff member.

As I hesitated, pacing in place, the Association bus arrived nonchalantly.

The door opened automatically.

Inside, a driver in a dress shirt was at the wheel.

“Are you Han Si-ho?”

“Yes, that’s me!”

“Get on.”

Following his gesture, I climbed the bus steps slowly.

Inside, several government officials were already seated.

Am I the last pick-up?

Ignoring their burdensome gazes, I searched for an empty seat and sat down.

There happened to be one seat no one was occupying.

Hugging my bulky bag, I carefully sat down.

“---.”

Two female employees were seated diagonally behind me.

They were wearing suits, and when they saw my overly casual appearance, they started whispering.

Their whispers were loud enough for me to hear.

“Is that her?”

“Yeah, it’s her.”

“She’s the one who got in through nepotism, right?”

“Why are there so many of these types these days? Even her outfit is a disaster.”

“Is she going to farm or something? Did we get a Ministry of Agriculture now?”

Their witty back-and-forth was incredible.

What are they, a soccer team?

Their passing form was insane.

I tried my best to ignore their voices.

I turned my head and stared at the passing scenery outside the bus window.

I planned to endure until I arrived at my new workplace.

But then...

“Excuse me.”

Those women leaned forward and asked me a question.

Fearing another round of humiliation, I stared blankly at them.

“Yes...?”

“What department were you assigned to?”

“We’re just curious.”

They took turns asking.

Silver badges, like mine, were pinned to their suit jackets.

At least B-rank hunters.

The two hunters, seemingly eager to mess with me, had mischievous smiles on their lips.

“I... I’m in the Hunter Research Lab.”

When I replied quietly, their expressions turned strange.

Their laughter vanished, and they exchanged glances without saying anything for a moment.

“Is it that lab managed by Assemblywoman Park?”

“Yes.”

Their previously mischievous expressions turned pale.

They whispered to each other, covering their mouths.

“So, she’s not a nepotism hire?”

“Right, poor thing.”

Poor thing?

Is going to the lab a bad thing?

Suddenly, I felt uneasy.

I clasped my hands neatly on my thighs and swallowed nervously.

“Is your first assignment the lab?”

“Yes...”

“You’re going to have a hard time.”

“Good luck.”

Contrary to their earlier rudeness, their expressions softened into smiles.

Is lab work so tough that it could change their attitude completely?

Curiosity bubbled up within me.

I cleared my throat, preparing to ask them about the lab.

But at that moment.

“This is the Hunter Association, Gangseo Branch.”

Hearing the announcement, the two women stood up immediately.

They hurried to get off the bus.

“Wait! What kind of place is the lab?”

I called out to the departing women.

But the hunters didn’t answer.

Before leaving, they just shook their heads solemnly.

That was enough.

It was enough to tell me how hellish the lab must be.

My lower eyelid twitched.

Left alone, I slumped into the seat.

Of course, a job assigned for free wouldn’t be easy...

I have to endure this.

I bit my lips and sank into thought.

The Association staff who had filled the bus gradually disembarked.

No matter how much the bus emptied, my stop never seemed to come.

The emptiness made me anxious.

And that anxiety gave rise to longing.

I miss Senior Ji-wook...

And the Executor, who used to come by every night for a drink... even Anna...

I thought of them as I closed my eyes briefly.

Until I arrived at my new workplace, which promised a monthly salary of 12 million won.

“Miss!”

“Miss...!”

A sudden voice jolted me awake.

I lifted my head, which had been tilted back, and quickly looked around.

“We’ve arrived at the lab.”

The bus driver had come right up to me and woken me up.

I wiped the drool from my mouth and stood up.

“Th-thank you.”

I secured my bag tightly.

As I staggered off the bus, I was greeted by lush greenery.

The chirping of birds and the sound of a cool breeze.

Wait a second... Where is this?

I barely had time to enjoy the scenery before scanning my surroundings.

A vast parking lot with only five cars.

And the surrounding forest and mountains.

The only building was a massive resort.

“Excuse me, is this really the lab?”

“Yes, this is Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae’s private lab.”

Even hearing his words, I couldn’t believe it.

No matter how I looked at it, it was just a luxurious resort...

“Most agents assigned here quit their jobs, so this isn’t even an official stop.”

“Really...?”

“Yes, so please quit soon too. Driving here is a real pain.”

The driver muttered wearily.

He got back into the driver’s seat and added.

“Pickup is at 8 p.m., so be here by then.”

“Th-thank you.”

I bowed deeply toward the closing automatic door.

My oversized checkered shirt slipped even further down.

The bus soon drove off with a loud noise.

Left alone in the parking lot, I gripped my backpack tightly.

Then I stared up at the grand resort building before me.

“Well, let’s go in.”

I pushed open the giant glass doors with all my might. 

As I stepped inside, the sound of my sneakers echoed throughout the lobby hall.

I approached the central desk.

But...

No one was there.

In this spacious hall, there were no staff or agents in sight.

Both the desk and the hall were completely unlit.

It felt like a ghost resort.

“What’s going on...?”

I brought my index finger to my lips.

Then, I looked around in all directions.

“Is anyone here?”

I shouted loudly.

But only my echo returned.

“Is anyone really here!?”

I cupped my hands like a megaphone and shouted again.

“...”

I swallowed deeply.

The bus had already left long ago.

There was no way I could just wait here from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m.

I slowly walked toward the area where the guest sofas were arranged.

The Assemblywoman must know I’m coming, so I decided to wait nearby for now.

As I headed to the seats, I suddenly froze at the faint sound of something.

“---.”

A game sound?

Following the noise, I saw a pair of legs sticking out over the sofa.

Wearing a black mask and a black hat.

A boy, dressed in suspiciously all-black attire, lay on the seat playing a mobile game.

The sight reminded me of Anna from the past, and I couldn’t help but smile slightly.

The familiar sense of ease naturally led me closer to him.

As I hesitated nearby, the boy glanced at me sideways.

He removed the AirPods from his ears and looked up at me intently.

“What do you want?”

Is he not a boy...?

His androgynous voice left me unsure.

“I’m someone starting work here from today...”

The androgynous child sat up.

Stretching with a big yawn, he mumbled as if recalling something.

“Oh, the bartender Mother mentioned.”

That was all.

Leaving those words behind, he dove back into his phone.

With the AirPods out, the only sound in the resort was the noise from his game.

Normally, one would offer to guide someone at this point...

But this kid treated me like I was invisible.

However, there was no one else in the resort.

Left with no other choice, I plopped down next to him.

Yet he didn’t care whether I sat or not.

He only moved his fingers across his phone screen.

I turned my head slightly to sneak a peek at his game.

It was a defense game where hunter characters were positioned to fend off incoming monsters.

I knew the game too.

Back when I was an F-rank hunter, I used to play it absentmindedly during downtime with no work.

The lower your hunter rank, the more time you had to play, so my game rank naturally climbed over time.

If that logic applied to others, this kid must actually be an S-rank ranker.

Because his gameplay skills were downright terrible.

He had bought expensive hunter characters that were hard to obtain and placed them randomly without thought.

At this rate, he wouldn’t be able to block anything!

“Damn it...”

Frustrated, the boy scratched his head aggressively.

Tilting his head, he irritably moved his fingers across the screen.

“Hey...”

“What?”

When I spoke, he frowned as if annoyed by the interruption.

I carefully pointed to his phone with my finger.

“If you place an archer there, I think you can clear it.”

I gave him a cheerful smile.

He bit his lips, glancing between me and his phone.

Then he abruptly spun the phone around.

He started rearranging the characters however he pleased.

Ugh... He’s going to lose again.

“Mission failed!”

His hand holding the phone trembled slightly.

I clasped my hands behind my back and tilted my head.

Getting closer caused my hair to lightly brush against his mask.

“Thaaat spot. Try putting it there. Trust meee.”

The boy cleared his throat.

Finally, he begrudgingly followed my suggestion and repositioned the archer.

Soon, the archer rained arrows on the wooden monsters.

The porcupine-like stumps wobbled and collapsed helplessly.

“Mission success!”

A success mark appeared in the middle of the screen with a triumphant fanfare.

Proudly, I put my hands on my hips.

“See? I’m a ranker in this game.”

The boy’s eyebrows twitched.

He muttered softly.

“Well, not bad.”

“Let’s go for the next round right away!”

Excited, I urged him on.

The boy obediently pressed the button for the next round.

Following my guidance, he tapped away furiously.

As if a blocked flow of energy had been released, we crushed stage after stage with ease.

Finally, when the fatigue meter hit 100, we had to stop.

“Whew... That was satisfying.”

I brushed my forehead with the back of my hand.

The boy, seemingly pleased with the results, relaxed his once-arrogant posture and sat upright.

“You’re pretty good.”

“Of course! Back in the day, I did nothing but play this game. But still, it’s because your characters were strong that we cleared it so easily.”

Pleased, I patted the boy on the shoulder.

He brushed off the spot where I touched him and cleared his throat.

“You’re the bartender, right?”

“Yeah. But there’s no one at the desk, so I can’t go in.”

He stuffed his phone deep into his jacket.

Shrugging, he casually said to me.

“There’s never anyone here. Follow me.”

The boy spoke indifferently as he stood up.

He led the way toward the dim stairwell.

Following him, I soon found myself in a damp basement.

There was a single emergency elevator there.

Is... Is this how you get to the workplace?

No matter how I look at it, this has nothing to do with bartending...

It feels more like descending into a mine.

“For a bartender, your outfit’s a bit light. I thought you were a high school girl on a retreat.”

“The Assemblywoman told me to wear something comfortable...”

Scratching the back of my head awkwardly, I replied.

He nodded as if something clicked in his mind.

“Oh, it’s because of him, huh? Well... With that figure and outfit, it’s no wonder he’d lose his mind.”

He scanned my body carefully as he spoke.

Lose his mind...?

“When you get to the basement, watch out for a bald guy. He might drool over you.”

“Sounds like a scary person... Haha.”

“He’s not scary. Just a womanizer. Especially since you’re kind and nosy, he’ll think you’re into him, so be careful.”

The elevator stopped at the 10th basement floor.

It was the first time in my life that I saw a floor labeled B10.

The unfamiliarity made my body tense.

At last, the elevator doors slowly opened.

What on earth awaits me on the 10th basement floor?

Swallowing hard, I cautiously stepped forward.

The bartender tools in my bag clinked softly.


  
    Chapter 81 Cocktail Chocolate 2

    "What are you doing, not following me?"

A kid wearing a hat gestured at me.

I stared blankly outside the elevator for a moment before cautiously following him.

The reason for my reaction was simple.

When the elevator doors opened, the sight before me was incredibly bizarre.

A long hallway stretched out, with a small, modest door embedded at the far end.

Moreover, the corridor's exterior was entirely surrounded by opaque glass.

It resembled a pathway leading to a laboratory in a zombie movie.

"---."

When we reached the end, I let out a sharp cry.

White gas spouted from above.

"Ridiculous. Everyone who comes here reacts the same way."

Following his finger, I looked up and saw a sharp sprayer.

Thankfully, it was just a disinfectant gas.

"Still, the lobby won't be bad. It's an exact replica of a five-star hotel."

He opened the door with an air of annoyance.

And at that moment.

Contrary to the sci-fi movie atmosphere I'd seen so far, a luxurious hotel lobby unfolded before me.

The stark contrast left my mouth agape.

Am I dreaming?

A hotel lobby on the 10th underground floor...

"As you can see, our boss has a rather sophisticated taste."

The boy shrugged and pointed to the entrance of a restaurant on the left.

Familiar sounds echoed from within.

The clinking of glass.

It was the sound I was most familiar with, the most comforting to me.

When I entered, I couldn't help but be surprised.

A lounge bar.

On the 10th underground floor of the research lab, there was a cocktail bar lined with various liquors.

In the center of it was a man polishing a glass.

His muscular body seemed ready to burst, a tanned, bald man.

The sheer size of his biceps, which made his shirt bulge, left me breathless.

Could this bald guy be the one I was warned to be careful of...

"03, I brought Mia."

"Mia?"

As expected, he asked in a deep voice that matched his appearance.

Soon, the muscular man lifted his head to look at me.

"Wait... Could it be...?"

He stammered as if his words got caught in his throat when he saw me.

"Ah, hello... My name is Han Si-ho, and I'll be working here starting today."

I bowed my head politely.

But I soon had to lift my head again.

The man, who was staring at me, completely froze as if he had malfunctioned.

The boy standing beside me sighed deeply.

"When you leave, just go back the way you came."

"Okay, thanks for guiding me."

"Don't mention it... Next time we meet, let's have a proper drink together."

He waved his phone at me.

I pointed a finger at him like a gun and winked.

The boy smirked and walked out of the lounge bar.

The man, referred to as 03, watched us intently.

Soon, his thick lips parted.

"How curious. You're the first person to get along so easily with 07."

"Really? He seemed very kind and friendly—"

"Th-that’s because... Si-ho, you're just so beautiful, kind, and adorable..."

Did I hear that wrong?

I turned around at the sound of an embarrassing comment from behind me.

The man, who met my eyes, quickly averted his gaze.

And then, like a shy girl, he bit his finger.

Why is this grown man acting so girlish?

I tensed up instinctively, feeling a strange discomfort.

He slowly approached me.

At around 190 cm tall, his shadow loomed over me.

"Wh-why are you coming closer?"

I instinctively felt fear and stammered, taking a step back.

But I stopped when I realized why he was approaching.

The man extended a giant hand, holding paper and a pen.

"P-please, give me your autograph..."

"An autograph...?"

My brow twitched.

Oh, is he talking about a contract?

But the paper was blank, with nothing written on it.

It was just a pristine, white sheet.

"Actually, I'm a huge fan of yours!!"

He shouted so loudly that the lounge bar seemed to echo.

I almost instinctively covered my ears with my hands.

"You’re my fan...? But I've never been on TV or broadcasted anything..."

The man chuckled at my puzzled reaction.

He gestured for me to follow him behind the bar.

When he opened a side door and turned on the light, an unimaginable scene unfolded.

The small room was filled with my photos.

Pictures taken at the Academy and even of me bartending at Moment Bar.

Some were even secretly taken.

"Actually, I was the one who asked the councilman to recruit you."

Looking at my dumbfounded expression, the man smiled brightly.

He began explaining how much he admired me.

"You even gave a lecture at the Academy recently. I've replayed the Rainbow Ade demonstration video hundreds of times!"

He twisted his body in ecstasy, as if the thought itself was overwhelming.

Seeing a man of his build squirm like that was as unsettling as watching a bodybuilder pose.

"And on top of that, you received the highest rating on ‘Cocktail Journal’ by Power Blogger Jung-gil! I knew you’d score a 10... because you’re Si-ho..."

His rapid muttering made my head spin.

It's nice to have a fan in this big world, but this was too overwhelming...

I forced myself to steady my voice.

To escape this eerie room as quickly as possible, I grabbed the pen.

"Alright, fine... I'll sign for you."

I placed the pen tip in the middle of the blank paper.

But I hesitated to write anything.

I didn’t even have a signature in the first place.

Damn, what should I write?

Should I draw a character instead?

After racking my brain, I ended up sketching a wolf's face and a cocktail glass beside it.

There was no special reason for drawing the wolf.

Maybe it was because of Anna’s headband at the amusement park a few days ago.

"What’s your name?"

"Oh, my name..."

The man made a blissful expression, as if chosen by an idol.

It was clearly a delighted face, yet somehow unnerving.

"My name is Misha... Misha Danilova."

The man placed his hands on his cheeks and slowly shook his head.

I followed his words and wrote his name in the corner of the signature.

Misha... Danilova...

Wait, Danilova?

What?

Something feels off.

The fact that his name sounded feminine was one thing.

But most importantly, the full name was far too familiar.

Danilova.

Wasn’t Anna’s last name also Danilova?

As I frowned and pondered deeply, a chime rang out from the cocktail bar.

"Oh, seems like a customer is here!"

His deep voice pulled my focus back instantly.

The man hurriedly ran to the cocktail bar, thundering footsteps in his wake.

When I stepped outside, sure enough, a man stood at the counter.

A middle-aged man in a white coat, with red bloodstains scattered all over it.

Wait a second.

Is he really a customer...?

"Isn’t that our doctor?"

But the man greeted him nonchalantly as if this were nothing unusual.

The doctor also smiled lightly, as though this situation was familiar.

"Misha, you’re not alone today?"

"Yes, this is the bartender I’ve wanted to recruit so badly."

"Oh, the one who even gave a lecture at the Academy?"

"Yes."

The sudden showering of compliments left me unsure of how to respond.  

I forced a smile and waved my hand dismissively.  

"So, does this mean I can finally drink a proper cocktail instead of that dog-like Gin Fizz?"  

"No, no—. First, I have to demonstrate it personally for Si-ho!"  

Dog-like Gin Fizz...?  

While I tilted my head in confusion, Misha began preparing for bartending.  

"Do I really have to drink it? I'm really exhausted today..."  

The man, who had come voluntarily, asked Misha with a visibly anxious expression.  

What? If he doesn’t want to drink, why not just skip it?  

"You can't. Don’t you remember Rule #1 of working here?"  

Misha shook his head firmly.  

"Anyone working in the lab must drink Misha’s special cocktail without exception."  

What kind of absurd rule is that?  

I was too dumbfounded to speak, my lips tightly sealed.  

"Fine... Just give it to me already. Let me drink it quickly and clock out."  

Finally, I understood the man's attitude.  

Even if he didn’t want to drink it, he had to force himself to. I’ve never seen such a workplace.  

What kind of place forces alcohol on people?  

He blinked his long eyelids nervously, stealing glances at me.  

Because of his massive fingers, the glass looked as small as a shot glass.  

A clean glass, 1 ounce of gin.  

Half an ounce of sugar syrup.  

Fill with soda water.  

The ingredients were correct, but...  

Something about it seemed so sloppy.  

Whether it was because the glass was too small or his fingers were too big, he struggled immensely just to make a simple Gin Fizz.  

"Oh, right! I forgot the lemon juice!"  

He snatched the precarious Gin Fizz back from the doctor before serving it and poured lemon juice into the transparent glass.  

"Filled with love—."  

A yellowish liquid poured into the Gin Fizz.  

Wait a minute... Is that even correct?!  

"Here you go, sir! Your Gin Fizz is ready!"  

  

Grade: ☆  

Effect: Increases discomfort by 2. Increases mental strength by 5 for 5 minutes.  

Information: A disastrously made Gin Fizz by Misha. The recipe wasn’t followed properly, and it’s filled with overly sour lemon juice, making it unpleasant to drink. However, its intense sourness temporarily enhances mental strength.  

What in the world... a half-star cocktail...  

Seeing such a rating for the first time left my eyes wide open.  

But the doctor accepted the glass as if he was used to it.  

And he chugged it down like it was beer.  

As if trying to end a terrible moment as quickly as possible...  

"Ugh!"  

He reacted like he had just consumed poison.  

Clutching his throat, he collapsed into a chair.  

He’s not going to die, is he?  

"Was my love too much...?"  

Misha tilted his head with a puzzled expression.  

Well, how could it not be odd? Aren’t you supposed to be my fan? What exactly have you been learning from me?!  

The doctor’s face cycled through various expressions, as if he were on some kind of drug.  

From grimacing to nervous laughter, he oscillated between heaven and hell.  

"But you have to finish it. It’s a cocktail brimming with my love, after all."  

The doctor’s face grew despondent at Misha’s words, which sounded like a death sentence.  

He looked up at me with pleading eyes.  

His desperate expression made it clear how much he wanted to escape this hellish bar.  

"Shall I give it a try?"  

I smiled and asked the customer.  

He nodded vigorously as if clutching at straws.  

"Oh my, Si-ho is going to make a cocktail herself!"  

Misha's black pupils gleamed with excitement.  

He hurriedly grabbed his phone and pressed the record button.  

"Gin Fizz isn’t that difficult."  

I chuckled and took the equipment Misha had been using.  

For some reason, all the equipment was top-notch.  

A silver jigger, lemon juice from the most expensive brand, and even premium gin—Hendrick’s Gin, which is nearly twice as pricey as others.  

With a quick flick of my fingers, I grabbed the jigger and poured gin into it.  

Let’s get started.  

First, put ice into the shaker.  

Next...  

1 and 1/2 ounces of Hendrick’s Gin.  

Half an ounce of lemon juice.  

A touch of sugar syrup.  

Shake it rhythmically until even my ponytail dances.  

Misha and the doctor watched in awe.  

When the lively shaking was done...  

Add ice to the glass again.  

Stir the ice quickly with a bar spoon.  

Remove the ice from the chilled glass and pour in the shaken cocktail.  

Finally, fill the glass with soda water, and...  

  

Grade: ★★★★★  

Effect: Permanently increases mental strength by 10. (Non-stackable)  

Information: A flawless Gin Fizz made by Si-ho. To counter the strong sourness the doctor had endured from Misha’s cocktail, Si-ho used less lemon juice than usual. Such thoughtful consideration—impressive indeed.  

"Gin Fizz is ready."  

I politely pushed the glass toward the doctor.  

He adjusted his glasses and stared at the cocktail.  

"Now this is a Gin Fizz. Look at the color. It’s crystal clear!"  

The doctor marveled as if making a groundbreaking discovery.  

Still, his earlier traumatic experience made him hesitant to drink it again.  

"I wonder if I can truly taste it properly in my current state."  

"I anticipated that, so I used less lemon juice than usual. Please, give it a try."  

I smiled softly and pulled up my slipping shirt.  

"Ah, I see. A true bartender is considerate in every way."  

Reassured by my words, he sighed in relief.  

Then, he slowly brought the glass to his lips.  

The doctor’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed.  

Unlike Misha’s Gin Fizz, which he had spat out after one sip, this glass was emptied entirely.  

"Ahhh—!"  

He let out a refreshing exclamation.  

Slamming the glass onto the counter, the doctor exclaimed loudly.  

"This is what a Gin Fizz should taste like! Honestly... this is the flavor I’ve been longing for..."  

Tears welled up in the middle-aged man’s eyes.  

It seemed like he had endured pure torment until now, as he removed his glasses and wiped away his tears.  

Just how awful had Misha’s cocktails been...?  

I glanced nervously at Misha.  

The dark-skinned man smiled brightly and met my gaze.  

As if oblivious to everything, he gave me a thumbs-up.  

"As expected, it’s Si-ho’s cocktail!"  

"A cocktail that moves people to tears!"  

He quoted the slogan from Academy News.  

Embarrassed beyond words, I shook my head.  

Thankfully, the first day at the lab wasn’t scary.  

But the overwhelming energy of this burly man left me utterly drained.  

I mean, is he even a man in the first place?  

From his feminine name to his chatterbox behavior—  

It feels like there’s a secret hidden somewhere...  


  
    Chapter 82 Cocktail Chocolate 3

    "Hey, hey Si-ho."  

"Yes, Misha."  

"How nice. Please call my name one more time."  

"Misha?"  

Every time I called his name, Misha twisted his muscular body and expressed happiness with his whole being.  

He looked just like a black pretzel...  

Was it because I instinctively felt creeped out?  

I pulled my shirt up to wrap around my shoulders.  

Cold air was already seeping in from the entrance of the lab, making me shiver even more because of Misha's antics.  

I stared intently at the white lab entrance.  

What on earth are they researching in there, on the 10th basement floor, complete with a private cocktail bar?  

Feeling curious, I looked at Misha.  

I asked him softly as he stood there looking shy.  

"Hey, Misha. Can I ask you something?"  

"Sure, anything."  

"What kind of research does this lab do?"  

There was a specific reason I was persistently asking this question.  

It was because of the memories I'd seen from Anna.  

According to those memories, people were locked up and made to fight each other until they awakened.  

And in the end, they were even injected with drugs...  

No way, this place can't be like that too, right...?  

Misha's bright and innocent demeanor didn’t suggest anything like that, but...  

Seeing the doctor who left earlier after drinking a Gin Fizz made me feel a bit uneasy.  

If the bloodstains on the doctor's coat were human blood...  

"Our lab mainly educates and manages hunters who are inexperienced in ability control."  

He raised a finger and murmured as if reciting a clause.  

"We manage, monitor, and protect them."  

Protect them...  

So, does that mean there are numerous hunters housed inside?  

No way, they aren’t forcibly injecting them with drugs like Anna, right?  

Maybe I should ask for a tour just in case.  

After all, I’m a full-fledged association employee now.  

I opened my mouth to ask Misha.  

But before I could finish, Misha suddenly froze mid-action as if time had stopped.  

What’s going on...?  

"Yes, Mother. Yes. Understood."  

As if receiving some divine revelation, he murmured to himself.  

Then, Misha turned his head mechanically and looked down at me.  

"Si-ho, I’ll head inside the lab for a moment."  

Unlike the cheerful demeanor from a moment ago, he spoke to me with a serious expression.  

I nodded absentmindedly, and he stomped his way toward the lab door I’d been so curious about.  

"If anything happens, ring the counter bell three times in a row. I’ll come immediately."  

"Ah, okay..."  

His advice made me nervous.  

The way he said it made it feel like something really might happen...  

Misha lowered his head and went inside.  

I tried standing on tiptoe to see inside through the gap in the door, but I couldn’t see anything.  

It was too dark inside the lab.  

That made me even more curious...  

I put aside my disappointment and started wiping the glassware.  

Even the glassware here is top-notch.  

One of these glasses alone could probably buy two sets of the ones we have at Moment...  

Suddenly, I started missing Moment.  

Though I’d agreed to work there at night after finishing here...  

This bar barely has any customers.  

No one’s come since that doctor left earlier.  

It’s already 6 p.m.  

At this rate, I might as well just go home.  

I stretched with a long yawn.  

My sleeveless shirt rolled up as I stretched, suddenly exposing my belly button.  

Startled, I quickly pulled my shirt back down.  

Why did Jae-hee pick this outfit for me...  

Does she think I’m an idol like her or something?  

I glanced around to see if anyone had witnessed my embarrassing moment.  

And then, I was startled.  

Someone had appeared at the counter without a sound, staring blankly at me.  

It was a bespectacled woman with short hair and freckles.  

"What’s this? They said I’d get a free cocktail if I came here, but there’s just some part-timer here?"  

She glared at me with a face full of complaints.  

I quickly adjusted my expression to greet the customer.  

"Ah, I’m a bartender too. What drink would you like?"  

"You? A bartender? Then why are you dressed like that?"  

"The Assemblywoman told me not to wear formal attire."  

At the mention of the Assemblywoman, the woman seemed to accept it.  

But soon, with a sharp expression, she crossed her arms and glared at me again.  

"Fine, then show me your skills."  

Her arrogant attitude made my lips twitch.  

But... I can’t cause trouble on my first day.  

"What kind of drink would you like?"  

"Do I have to tell you that? A real bartender should be able to tell from a customer’s mood."  

Has this person only seen bartenders in cartoons?  

Forcing a smile, I asked her kindly.  

"I’m sorry. Do you have a preferred flavor or alcohol strength?"  

The short woman tapped her foot in thought before finally answering.  

"Something sweet."  

"Understood."  

Right, sweetness is the best remedy for a bad mood.  

I chuckled inwardly and picked up a glass.  

There’s a cocktail that’s perfect for someone like her.  

I flicked my fingers elegantly.  

Then, I placed the glass at the center of the bar table.  

A clean glass...  

Filled with transparent ice cubes.  

One-quarter sweet and creamy chocolate Baileys.  

Three-quarters smooth milk.  

Stirred gently...  

  

Rating: ★★★☆  
Effect: Increases Calmness by 5 for 1 hour.  

Details: A flawless Baileys Milk. It’s barely alcoholic, more like chocolate milk. Even kids could drink it—it’s that smooth and sweet.  

"Here’s your Baileys Milk."  

I slowly slid the glass toward her.  

But she didn’t take it immediately.  

She stared suspiciously at the brown drink I’d served her.  

"Is this even alcohol? It just looks like chocolate milk."  

"Haha... It’s alcohol, I promise. A smooth and sweet cocktail."  

I kept smiling to reassure her.  

It’s definitely tastier than chocolate milk—trust me.  

I expected her to smile after tasting it.  

But the response I got after she took a sip...  

"What the hell is this? Are you messing with me?"  

Her spit, mixed with the Baileys Milk, splattered on my face.  

Unbelievable...  

"I’m already stressed to death, and now the drink tastes awful? If I’d known, I would’ve just stayed at the island lab..."  

What did I do to deserve this...  

Watching her vent her research-related stress on me made me frown.  

But I can’t get mad here.  

I’m a professional now.  

Maybe it’s because of Misha’s compliments earlier.  

My patience seemed to have risen to match his praise.  

Fine, I’ll endure it one more time...  

"Ma’am, so you’d like something moderately sweet but with noticeable alcohol, right?"  

"Isn’t that obvious? It’s alcohol."  

She pointed at me, spitting angrily.  

Taking a deep breath, I nodded.  

Fine... Got it...  

Let’s think this through.  

She likes it sweet but also appreciates noticeable alcohol—something vodka-based might suit her.

In addition, sweetness must not be left out.  

If there’s a cocktail that suits this kind of style...  

In a transparent glass...  

Add a clean, large ice cube.  

Then, pour 1 and 1/2 ounces of smoky vodka on top.  

1 ounce of fragrant coffee-flavored Kahlua.  

Lastly, gently pour 1 ounce of animal cream.  

  

Rating: ★★★★  
Effect: Instantly removes 70% of bleeding status.  

Details: A perfectly made cocktail following the recipe. However, since the maker didn’t particularly like the recipient, no affection or care was put into it.  

"Here’s your White Russian."  

The black liquor at the bottom and the soft cream on top.  

A striking black-and-white cocktail was completed.  

I gritted my teeth and handed the glass to the rude woman.  

This time, she seemed to like the visuals and nodded.  

Why didn’t you say that from the start?  

"This one looks decent..."  

She lifted the glass with eyes full of anticipation.  

And immediately prepared to drink it.  

"Oh, wait a moment... It tastes better if you stir it a bit..."  

She already drank it.  

With cream smeared all over her lips, she gulped down the glass.  

Why does everyone here down cocktails in one shot... Ugh!  

What I feared happened.  

She looked fine until she swallowed the cream.  

But as the strong vodka poured into her mouth, the cream she swallowed erupted like a volcano from her throat.  

In the end, the counter table turned into a mess of cream and black liquor.  

"What kind of drink is this, so strong!"  

She angrily pointed a finger at me.  

"But you asked for something stronger..."  

When I muttered with my hands clasped, her voice grew louder.  

"I asked for something sweet! This is just booze with some cream slapped on top, isn’t it?"  

That’s the original recipe...  

"You’re just taking me lightly because I’m a junior researcher, aren’t you?"  

Her face turned bright red.  

Soon her freckles puffed up as if they were about to burst.  

What kind of customer is this?  

Even Moment never had someone like this...  

I sighed deeply.  

And carefully rang the bell.  

Three times.  

But I wasn’t sure if this tiny bell sound would reach inside the lab.  

As I continued to endure being her emotional punching bag...  

She suddenly stopped barking.  

Because something massive was stomping from the direction of the lab.  

The sound of colossal footsteps, as if a dinosaur was approaching, grew closer and closer.  

"---!"  

The lab door shattered.  

Soon, Misha, whose muscles had bulked up savagely, appeared.  

He approached us, exhaling white smoke.  

Both the woman and I simultaneously showed expressions of relief at his appearance.  

"Misha!"  

"Deputy Director, you’re here just in time!"  

The female researcher spoke first, shouting at him.  

"Look at this so-called bartender’s service toward a customer."  

But Misha ignored the subordinate’s words.  

The first person he approached was me.  

"Si-ho, is everything alright?"  

He clasped his hands together and looked at me with an extremely apologetic expression.  

I gave him a sorrowful look.  

"What should I do... My drink must have been lacking... As you can see, the customer is very upset..."  

When I pouted my lips, Misha responded with a deeply regretful expression.  

"That’s impossible! Who dares to criticize a 10/10 bartender’s drink...!"  

Misha’s face twisted in anger.  

He turned his head 180 degrees like a ghost to look at the researcher.  

"Uh... Deputy Director?"  

The female researcher looked utterly flustered at his sudden shift in attitude.  

"Who do you think you are, yelling at our Si-ho?"  

"Don’t you remember me? I’m the new hire..."  

She stammered, pointing at herself with a trembling hand.  

"Ah, you? Of course, I remember. You’re the one who messed up, causing a test subject to go berserk while acting cocky as an academy researcher."  

"I was going to fire you, but the research team leader begged me to spare you because of your background."  

"I was going to smash your head the next time you messed up, but now you’re giving me the perfect opportunity."  

I’d never heard this voice before.  

Misha usually spoke so gently that I didn’t realize he could sound so intimidating when angry.  

"D-Deputy Director... I’m an invaluable researcher for the lab. Why are you defending some bartender over me...?"  

She protested in frustration.  

Misha raised his massive arm into the air.  

"---!"  

His arm slammed down onto the counter table.  

And...  

The table was crushed entirely like tofu.  

He struck so hard that blue sparks erupted from his biceps.  

"A mere intern researcher like you... can be replaced anytime..."  

His voice distorted like a broken machine.  

Was it because of this?  

Amid his masculine voice, a faint female voice seemed to mix in.  

"But Si-ho is the only bartender in this world..."  

A gleam flashed in his black pupils.  

The bizarre sight of Misha made the woman fall backward.  

"Got it...?"  

He approached her in large strides, leaning down to glare at her.  

Terrified, the subordinate frantically nodded her head.  

"Then get out, now!"  

His voice was loud enough to shake the entire lounge bar.  

Startled by his booming voice, the researcher stumbled to her feet.  

And she scurried toward the elevator passage.  

Now I understand.  

Why the staff don’t last long and end up fleeing the lab...  

Witnessing it firsthand, it’s all too clear.  

"Why does Mother keep hiring people like that..."  

Misha growled, still fuming.  

Then he seemed to remember I was still there and quickly softened his expression.  

"Oh my, I’m sorry, Si-ho... Did I scare you?"  

"Not at all... Thanks to you, I feel a bit relieved."  

Having seen the flashy shows of Anna and the Executor, this was nothing to me.  

I’m just worried about Misha’s battered arm.  

"Misha, your arm..."  

"Ah... What should I do? I got so mad I went full power..."  

He scratched his bald head nervously.  

"This thing is expensive too..."  

He knelt on the floor, his massive knees hitting the ground.  

Then a strange metallic sound started coming from his body.  

What... What’s happening?  

Soon, the muscles on his back began to twitch.  

Then, as if he’d completely powered down, he stopped moving entirely.  

Suddenly, his back began to split open slowly.  

And from his muscular body, a pale arm popped out.  

I couldn’t help but gape at the sight I’d never seen before.  

From Misha’s muscular frame emerged...  

A small girl with long golden hair.  

The girl, with her forehead boldly exposed, held a screwdriver and crawled out of his body.  

Clad in a sweat-drenched sleeveless outfit, she began inspecting him.  

"Please wait a moment. I’ll fix the table for you right away."  

The girl, barely about 150 cm tall, spoke to me.  

She wiped the sweat off her forehead with the hand holding the screwdriver.  

It seemed incredibly hot inside.  

"Uh... Take your time..."  

I responded absentmindedly to her.
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    "All fixed!"  

The blonde girl wiped her forehead and smiled brightly.  

With her touch, the completely smashed bar table was neatly restored.  

At first glance, her appearance didn’t match the tools at all.  

But despite her slender and delicate figure, her hands were incredibly skillful.  

"Don’t stare too much..."  

Misha covered her cheeks with both hands, seemingly burdened by my blank gaze.  

Then, she slowly shook her head.  

"Are you disappointed because I’m not a 'macho man' you’d want to be protected by, but just a 'shorty'?"  

Misha, whose forehead gleamed, lowered her head deeply.  

"What are you even talking about, macho man...?"  

At the sudden mention of a macho man, my eyebrows shot up.  

Misha pouted her lips and pulled out a newspaper with my academy lecture featured in it from her pocket.  

Why is that coming out of her pocket?  

Did she deliberately carry it around to show me?  

"An interview with Bartender Si-ho."  

Misha read out a small phrase written in the newspaper.  

She even murmured the tiny print of personal questions.  

"What’s your ideal type...?"  

Ah, I remember now.  

There was an entertainment journalist who asked suspiciously personal questions instead of cocktail-related ones.  

"Someone dependable that I can lean on."  

That was how I had answered that question.  

It was obviously an answer inspired by Anna and Executor.  

And... one other person who had always saved me in the past.  

"You answered like this! That’s why I even made such a reliable suit for you...!"  

Misha said loudly, clutching her hands.  

Her blue eyes wavered.  

I made calming gestures with both hands, trying to soothe her somehow.  

Then, I approached Misha and explained calmly.  

"Misha, that was just a made-up answer for the interview."  

I gently patted the top of the girl’s head.  

"I don’t particularly like bulky people. If anything, they’re just scary."  

"Really...?"  

At my honest words, Misha’s blonde hair stuck out like little antennae.  

I bent my head and smiled gently at her.  

"Yes, I actually like small and cute Misha more, just like now."  

"So you don’t need to wear such a stifling outfit just to impress me. You’re all sweaty."  

I used the cloth on the bar table to gently wipe the child’s face.  

At that, Misha froze like she’d been electrocuted by the suit.  

"Are you okay...?"  

"Yes..."  

Because her face was already so pale, it seemed to blush even more rapidly.  

I wondered if she might have overheated from wearing such a suffocating suit for so long.  

For her sake, I poured a glass of ice water.  

She’s still a young girl, so a cocktail would be too much.  

"Thank you..."  

Misha politely took the glass with both hands and drank it cutely in one go.  

But in her haste, she ended up choking on it.  

"Drink slowly."  

The girl clutched the cold glass tightly and lowered her head.  

In a small voice, she murmured.  

"Then, Si-ho..."  

"Yes, Misha?"  

I remember she liked it when people called her by name and answered her accordingly.  

Misha wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me.  

"If that interview was fake, what’s your real ideal type?"  

"Well, I’ve never really thought about it. Maybe I’ll figure it out someday."  

I gave her a vague, evasive answer.  

A couple of people came to mind, but there was no need to mention them in front of her.  

When I gave her a vague reply, Misha rested her cheek against my chest.  

As I watched her affectionately, something suddenly crossed my mind.  

Come to think of it, didn’t that troublesome customer earlier call Misha the deputy director?  

Does that mean Misha became a deputy director of the lab in her teens?  

Even for the Association, hiring a minor as a public official seems extreme...  

What kind of lab is this to make that possible?  

Since we were already talking, I decided to ask her.  

"Misha."  

"Yes?"  

"Would it be possible for me to take a look at the lab?"  

"The lab...?"  

Misha lifted her head.  

She swept her hair back and put on a serious expression.  

It was as if she were pondering whether it was okay to show me the inside.  

Soon, Misha nodded slowly, as if she had made up her mind.  

"Well... If it’s Lab Room 1 or 2, I think it’s possible. Especially since today’s a break day for research."  

She’s letting me visit surprisingly easily.  

Thanks to that, I felt relieved instead.  

That must mean there’s nothing shady enough to hide.  

The girl got up from her chair.  

As she glanced between me and the bulky suit, she hesitated, wondering whether to put it on again.  

I shook my head in response.  

Misha smiled brightly and headed to the lab in her casual clothes.  

Following her cautiously to the door, I watched her place her palm on the fingerprint scanner.  

A voice said, "Welcome, 03," and I heard the door opening.  

Only the sound of it opening.  

The door had already been broken when Misha stormed out of the lab earlier.  

"Oh, right. The door’s broken..."  

Seeing the wide-open door, Misha covered her mouth with her fist.  

Was it just a habit to use the fingerprint scanner every time?  

Finding her action adorable, I couldn’t help but smile.  

"Follow me."  

Following Misha as she quickly scurried ahead, we headed down a dim corridor.  

The entire world seemed black.  

It felt like entering a long tunnel.  

Because it was too dark, I turned on my phone’s screen.  

"Ah... No signal."  

"Yes, once you enter here, all signals and communications are cut off."  

"Then no one would know what’s going on inside."  

"Exactly."  

Misha smiled faintly, reflected in my phone screen.  

Perhaps because she was only lit by the light, her smile felt strangely eerie.  

At the end of the long tunnel, another thick metal door appeared.  

This time, the door slowly opened at Misha’s fingerprint recognition.  

Soon, a glass wall revealed itself.  

And inside that glass...  

"A person..?"  

There is a person.  

A room decorated like a living space, with one person inside.  

A man who looks to be in his twenties is sitting blankly in a chair.  

"Oh my..."  

Seeing the man, I couldn't help but feel frightened.  

His face... was covered with unknown crystals.  

"Specimen number, 72. His name at discovery was Im Joo-ho."  

Misha spoke indifferently, hands clasped behind her back.  

She seemed completely unbothered, as if accustomed to the man’s appearance.  

"His ability is body crystallization. He can turn his entire body into crystal."  

"Sometimes, we extract his fingernails or toenails and refine them into crystals."  

I stared intently at the prism-like crystals shimmering with rainbow light.  

The man wore a dazed expression, like someone under the influence of drugs.  

"This guy is among the safest grades of specimens. That's why he's contained in Lab Room 1."  

"If he’s safe, why keep him locked up...?"  

I covered my mouth with the back of my hand as I asked.  

Misha looked up at me with a faint smile.  

"Oh, even though he looks docile, he goes berserk as soon as he wakes up. We constantly release trace amounts of nerve gas to keep him in this state."  

"Berserk...?"  

The word "berserk" unsettled me.  

Could it be something like Anna, where drugs make him lose control?  

"Yes. As you can see, the crystals growing on his body have started to affect his brain. He attacks anyone he sees."  

"Ah..."  

I gazed at the twitching fingers of Specimen 72.  

At least it seemed they weren’t forcibly injecting him with anything.  

"How could someone end up with an ability like that?"  

"Who knows? Maybe he wanted his body to produce jewels, like a goose that lays golden eggs."  

Misha tilted her head like a metronome and answered casually.  

She didn’t seem to care why the man had ended up that way.  

"Now, as for what’s behind you—"  

I turned my head, following her gesture.  

The moment I did, I was so startled that I almost fell backward.  

It was because of the boy pressing both hands against the glass wall, staring at me intently.  

Sparks flew from his blue eyes.  

"That’s an electric human. Normally, he’s just an ordinary boy, but when he gets angry, he electrifies everything around him."  

Misha tapped lightly on the glass wall where the boy's fingerprints were, grinning.  

As if she were looking at a fish in an aquarium.  

"Thanks to his electricity, the lab’s energy costs have significantly decreased."  

"Misha, that seems dangerous..."  

I looked at her worriedly.  

Misha shrugged her shoulders.  

"Well, no matter how strong he is, his electricity can’t penetrate the glass wall. That’s why his risk level is categorized as 'Interest.'"  

"So, I call him Mr. Eel. Cute, isn’t it?"  

"Cute...?"  

"Yes. Actually, he was a gaming addict who gained the ability because he wanted to keep playing games without a phone battery."  

Misha mimed pressing buttons on a game console with her fingers.  

Now that I looked, the boy’s room was scattered with various gaming devices.  

None of the devices were plugged into outlets.  

Yet they were powered on, humming softly.  

Watching that scene, I felt something eerie.  

"Haha... That’s an unusual reason."  

The boy glared at me as if he wanted to kill me.  

Perhaps that threatening gaze unnerved me.  

I deliberately turned my head and looked toward the next entrance.  

"Ah, over there? That’s Lab Room 2. It’s where ability users with numbers like mine live."  

"Numbers...?"  

"Yes. Actually, we were all experimental subjects here before being rehabilitated and recognized as staff... Haha."  

So, Misha was an experimental subject too.  

I felt a pang of sympathy.  

"Then, what’s your ability, Misha?"  

I asked cautiously.  

Misha smiled faintly and slowly looked up at me.  

"Me?"  

Her expression was cryptic.  

Soon, the girl narrowed her blue eyes and approached me.  

Something about her enigmatic smile made me tense up.  

Misha leaned close to my ear and whispered softly.  

"It’s a secret."  

After saying that, she clasped her hands behind her back again.  

She started walking ahead of me, her steps light.  

Then, she suddenly stopped.  

Misha turned her head slightly, half-lidding her eyes as she looked at me.  

"If I were to give you a hint—it’s that I’m a lot older than you think, Si-ho."  

What was that?  

For a moment, I felt a sensation reminiscent of Assemblywoman Park.  

"Anyway, we have plenty of facilities here, so we don’t feel the need to leave."  

Misha smiled as she opened the lab room’s door.  

She then placed a finger over her lips.  

"From here on, we need to be quiet. Some of the friends here are sensitive to sound."  

I nodded slowly and followed her, carefully stepping forward.  

But... suddenly, my entire body began to tingle as if struck by static electricity.  

"Si-ho, are you okay?"  

"Oh, it’s nothing... Must be static."  

However, the current running through my body didn’t subside.  

Wrapping my arms around myself, I forced myself to follow Misha.  

Soon, we passed through a hallway with many doors, like in a hotel.  

Each door had a number on it.  

It was around the time we passed Room 09.  

My left arm began tingling uncontrollably.  

"Ugh..."  

My breathing became rapid and shallow.  

Unable to keep walking, I bent over and stopped in my tracks.  

"Oh my, are you okay?"  

Misha looked at me with a concerned expression.  

I stared at the number 09 on the door with bloodshot eyes.  

"Misha, who’s in there...?"  
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    Misha led my staggering self into her room.

As expected, her room had "03" written on it.

Misha, who had seated me on her bed, fetched cold water from the water purifier in the corner of the room.

Then she calmly began talking about the room.

“Someone who was the 9th experiment lives in there.”

“Is it, by any chance, a woman?”

“Biologically speaking, yes.”

The more my guesses hit the mark, the louder my heartbeat grew.

A trembling voice leaked out from my quivering lips.

“Does she have black hair... and red eyes...?”

“How did you know that?”

Misha, who was fetching water, froze in place.

Her expression turned much more serious than the smile she had shown earlier.

“...”

I couldn’t easily answer her question.

I could only stare at the girl with bloodshot eyes.

“Did something happen with 09?”

“No, it’s just... I must’ve mistaken her for someone else.”

Barely regaining my composure, I denied recalling her.

I couldn’t bring myself to reveal my past to Misha, nor would it change anything even if I did.

Moreover, if Misha was a fellow member of Counters, she’d naturally take her side.

Even if she admired me, that is.

After all, humans tend to value family more than their favorite idol, don’t they?

“Sorry for worrying you.”

I shook my head with a pale face.

But Misha still didn’t look pleased despite my words.

As if she knew all the atrocities 09 had committed, she approached and sat beside me on the bed.

She brought her earnest blue eyes close to mine.

“Are you sure nothing happened with 09?”

“No, really. I must’ve confused her with someone else.”

“If that’s the case, that’s a relief, but...”

Misha looked dejected as she averted her gaze.

I gently patted her shoulder.

“Misha.”

“Yes, Si-ho-nim?”

“Could you stop using the term ‘Si-ho-nim’?”

“Then what should I call you?”

I hesitated, contemplating the right form of address.

Then, I remembered the students I’d met at the academy.

“You can call me unni.”

“Hmm—Unni, huh? Not by age, but if that’s what you want, Si-ho-nim...”

Misha pouted her lips and rolled her eyes for a moment, then gently wrapped her arms around my shoulder.

With a bright smile, she looked up at me.

“Yes, Si-ho-unnie.”

I nodded in response.

Though I felt uncomfortable and disliked being called unnie, it was much better than being addressed as nim.

“My throat’s really dry. Could you make me some warm milk?”

“Of course. Will you wait here for a moment? I’ll make it at the lounge bar and be back soon.”

Misha clenched her fists confidently and nodded.

I patted her confident head.

“Please make it as hot as possible.”

The blonde girl left the room after making a promise.

I listened to her retreating footsteps for a while.

And when they were completely out of earshot.

I slowly got up from the bed.

Then, on tiptoe, I silently headed for the hallway.

The hallway of Lab 2 was eerily quiet.

I stared at the infamous Room 09.

My thighs trembled at the sight of the ominous number of death.

But I couldn’t stop walking.

If the person in this room really was the one who killed me, my comrades, and my noona...

If it really was that person...

With pale, trembling hands, I grabbed the doorknob.

I cautiously turned it without making a sound.

The doorknob slid smoothly with a faint ‘click.’

It opened.

As the cold metal door creaked open, I stepped inside.

The space was so vast it was difficult to call it a room.

Unlike the modest Room 03, it was incredibly spacious.

And as if someone had been here just moments ago, the lights were still on.

Swallowing the saliva pooling in my mouth, I walked slowly toward the center of the room.

In the middle stood rows of glass cases.

Inside the cases were metal rods that resembled weapons.

Missiles...?

While staring at the missiles, I approached a particularly conspicuous glass case.

The moment I realized what it was, I stumbled back in shock.

The object inside the glass case was too familiar.

It was terrifying.

How could I forget?

The Gravitational Pulse that had pulverized Hyun-soo hyung and Gyu-hyun.

The suffocatingly sleek and sharp gravitational staff was boldly displayed at the center of the room.

“This... this...”

A metallic sound escaped from my mouth.

Everything I had suspected in my mind turned out to be true.

A sharp pain surged in my side.

As if recalling the wound from when I’d been stabbed with a dagger.

My left arm trembled uncontrollably.

As if remembering the sensation of being torn apart.

Curled up on the floor, I muttered incoherently.

Why would something like this be in a facility run by the Association, which is supposed to protect the country?

Seeing the truth I hadn’t wanted to believe, my tangled thoughts became clear.

And the conclusion at the end of that clarity was escape.

I had to get out of here.

Somehow, I managed to get to my feet.

And I hurriedly moved to get out.

But just as I reached the door, I heard footsteps approaching from afar.

Could Misha have already returned?

The sound of her steps, which had always seemed cute, now felt terrifying.

It was as if a small demon was drawing closer, filling me with dread.

The footsteps weren’t heading to Room 03 but were coming straight here.

I hurriedly scanned the room.

Damn it, what should I do...!

The door to Room 09 swung open boldly.

The doorknob hit the wall with a loud thud.

Soon, the room was filled with blaring music.

A woman leisurely entered while playing a song on her phone.

She was wearing a t-shirt and sweatpants, with a white towel draped around her neck.

She was drenched in sweat, as if she had just returned from working out.

Barely managing to hide inside a locker, I peeked at her through the gap in the door.

Long black hair and red eyes.

The combination resembled that of the Executor, but she also had bangs, and messy strands of hair were sticking out.

She soon threw the towel from her neck onto the bed.

And then, the tattoo of “09” on her neck came into clear view.

Meeting face-to-face with the enemy who had killed me, my comrades, and my noona left me breathless.

Suppressing my gasping breath, I carefully observed 09.

She also threw her phone, still blaring heavy metal music, onto the bed.

Her sweat-soaked t-shirt clung to her body, and she began removing it irritably.

“Damn it... I still can’t get used to this.”

As she took it off, her left arm twisted grotesquely.

I focused intently on that arm.

Soon, the shirt stretched and peeled away from her body.

Revealing smooth, pale skin without even a bra underneath.

Her modest chest and the sharply visible ribs left a strong impression.

It was reminiscent of how I looked before being dragged to Chinatown.

But her figure wasn’t what mattered.

Her sleek body was covered in unsettling stitch marks.

Especially her grotesquely moving left arm.

As I raised my gaze slowly to that arm.

My brows furrowed deeply.

09’s left arm was a different color than the rest of her body.

It was bulkier and darker in hue.

Like a man’s arm...

Realizing this, my body involuntarily flinched.

Perhaps because of that movement, the locker made a faint rattling sound.

“...?”

09 caught the sound instantly, even though it could have easily been ignored.

Her fiery red eyes turned toward the locker.

Frozen under her gaze, I couldn’t move.

She began slowly approaching me.

What should I do?

Yes, I’ll burst out the moment she gets close.

Then I’ll sprint straight out of here.

Misha had already smashed the door, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

I just need to reach the elevator.

But... can I escape 09 with my clumsy running?

What if Misha or 04 catches me in the hallway?

My chest tightened.

Still, I had no choice. If I wanted to live, this was my only option...

I started counting to five in my head.

When I reached five, I would burst out and run.

One...

Two...

Three...

Four...!

“09!”

Just as her grotesque left arm was about to touch the locker.

09 suddenly froze in place.

Someone had called her from the hallway.

Before she could step out, Misha entered her room.

In her hands was a steaming cup of milk.

“What’s this? Why aren’t you wearing your tight combat suit today?”

“I told you not to call it that. It’s a masterpiece of invention.”

“Well, whatever. So why are you in my room?”

The topless woman confronted Misha.

Misha frowned at her appearance.

“Did Si-ho unnie come here by any chance?”

“Si-ho? Who’s that...?”

“You don’t know? But unnie seemed to know you...”

Misha clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes.

09 shrugged at the girl.

“Who else but Counters would know me?”

“Well... even if they did, you probably killed them all, didn’t you?”

Misha smiled as if she’d just asked a foolish question.

Irritated by the term “unnie,” 09 asked Misha.

“So, how old is this person you’re calling unnie? Must be ancient.”

“No, she’s 21. About 160 cm tall. And she’s super cute with a great figure...”

Misha grinned mischievously, as if the thought alone made her happy, and gestured a wavy outline of my figure with her hand.

“Wait, is she that bartender you wanted so badly?”

“Yes-. How kind of you to remember.”

Misha shook her head gratefully.

The cup of milk in her hand swayed in response.

“Ugh—pretending to be an innocent kid, seducing people. Where’d she learn such tricks... That girl’s really got herself a troublesome target.”

“What are you talking about?”

Misha’s face turned serious at 09’s scolding.

Seeing her serious expression, something rare for Misha, gave me chills.

“You always said it was love at first sight and brought them over under the pretense of employment.”

What on earth was she talking about?

The ominous words made me focus intently.

“That’s true. I really liked them. But this time is different. Si-ho unnie will be the last.”

Misha narrowed her eyes and gave a sultry smile.

A kind of seductiveness unfitting for a fifteen-year-old.

“That’s why I have to find her quickly. It’d be a problem if she wandered off and died!”

“Isn’t there CCTV? Check that.”

“Oh, right-. There’s CCTV.”

Misha laughed slyly.

She placed the cup of milk on the table and began heading off to check the CCTV.
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    When Misha left to check the CCTV, 09 sat down on the bed.  

Soon, she lay down on the bed without even washing.  

Thanks to this, 09 no longer had a reason to rummage through the locker.  

However, that didn’t mean everything was completely safe.  

If she stayed in this room, I’d never be able to escape from this place.  

Moreover, if she checked the CCTV, it would have captured the footage of me entering 09’s room.  

Then, the two of them would thoroughly search this room.  

So, I had to somehow emphasize the fact that I wasn’t here.  

But how on earth could I do that...?  

Right... I’ll send a message saying I left work early.  

That way, she wouldn’t bother to check the CCTV.  

I hurriedly took out my phone.  

But...  

The moment I opened the messaging app on my phone, I was left in despair.  

This was the 10th basement floor, and ground communications didn’t work here.  

Would I really end up getting caught just by hiding like this?  

No... I can’t let it end so hopelessly.  

Considering that both of them were members of Counters, they wouldn’t let me go easily.  

I had to take the risk and find a way to escape!  

I rolled my eyes as much as I could inside the cramped locker.  

Then, I suddenly spotted a small, shiny device.  

IPTIME..?  

The moment I saw the wireless router, my mind cleared.  

Without thinking, I grabbed the device and frantically searched for the password.  

"123abc789..."  

I immediately turned on my phone.  

Fortunately, my phone detected IPTIME’s signal.  

I quickly entered the code and prayed desperately.  

Please connect... Please...  

I stared intently at the Wi-Fi icon at the top of my phone.  

Soon, the Wi-Fi barely filled one out of four bars.  

It worked...! It worked!!  

I gripped my phone with trembling hands.  

I was so overjoyed that my phone almost slipped from my fingers.  

「Misha, I’m not feeling well, so I’m leaving work early. See you tomorrow.」  

I pressed the send button.  

But the message didn’t show as sent immediately.  

Was it because the Wi-Fi signal was so weak?  

I held my phone close to the router and raised it as high as I could through the door gap.  

Maybe my efforts reached the heavens because, at last, the message was successfully sent to Misha.  

Now, all I could do was pray that Misha would see the message before reaching the control room.  

Soon, the small text "Read" appeared beneath the message I sent.  

She read it..!  

However, Misha didn’t reply immediately.  

She replied about five minutes later.  

「Okay, unni.」  

I had no idea what Misha was thinking during those five minutes.  

But what was clear was that she replied without much suspicion.  

Only then could I finally relax.  

"Haah..."  

I sighed in relief inside the locker.  

But that sense of ease didn’t last long.  

Because Misha re-entered Room 03 shortly after.  

"Hey, let’s go out."  

"Why all of a sudden?"  

Lying on the bed, 09 lazily glanced at Misha.  

The girl smirked and made a drinking gesture with her fingers.  

"Some good alcohol arrived. Let’s have a drink."  

"Did you check the CCTV?"  

"Oh, that?"  

Misha narrowed her eyes and smirked at 09’s question.  

She casually glanced around the room.  

"She said she already left."  

Following Misha, 09 went outside.  

Soon, the lights in Room 9 were completely turned off.  

"Ugh..."  

Only then was I able to get out of the locker.  

I had been in there for so long that my body felt like it was melting into jelly.  

But I still hadn’t escaped the lab yet.  

I quickly approached the door and strained my ears to check if anyone was outside.  

"---."  

Luckily, there was no sound in the hallway.  

If they went to drink, they’d probably be at the lounge bar.  

While they were eating and drinking, I could sneak onto the elevator without being noticed.  

However, my plan faced trouble right from the start.  

"What...?"  

The exit door, which should have opened automatically when I stood in front of it, didn’t budge.  

It had opened just fine when Misha stood there earlier...  

Growing increasingly anxious, I kept pressing the open button.  

But the door didn’t move an inch.  

"Don’t tell me it requires fingerprint recognition to exit too?"  

Just when things seemed to be going smoothly...  

The situation turned into a disaster.  

Sneaking into Room 9 might have been something I could explain my way out of.  

But if I got caught still being here after pretending to leave the lab...  

It would raise suspicion no matter how you looked at it.  

In the worst case, I might get arrested...  

Or even worse, I might end up dead, just like back in my male days.  

"Is there another exit...?"  

I turned my head and looked toward the opposite end of the hallway.  

That area was shrouded in darkness with no lights on.  

It looked ominous, the kind of place that gave off a bad feeling.  

But... since the exit was blocked, the only path I could take was that one.  

I had no choice but to slowly step toward the darkness.  

Lab 3.  

I stopped blankly in front of the entrance marked with the number 3.  

"The door is open..?"  

The door stood wide open as if waiting for me.  

Now that I’d come this far, there was no point in hesitating.  

Shrugging my shoulders, I stepped into the lab.  

Unlike Lab 1, Lab 3 was very dark.  

Its hallway walls weren’t made of glass.  

Instead...  

There were glass cylinders arranged in a row.  

Inside, pink liquid filled the containers, with bubbles floating to the surface.  

It was like a scene straight out of a sci-fi movie.  

As I passed by the eerie glass cylinders one by one, fear suddenly struck me.  

Inside the pink liquid, human figures were connected by hoses, floating.  

It was like a massive human experimentation chamber.  

Underneath each test tube, personal details were written.  

"Wait... This person looks familiar."  

Among the creepy glass containers, one stood out.  

It was a female figure, missing one arm.  

"This person... Isn’t she the spear user who fought the Executor before?"  

I remembered.  

One of the two rankers working for the assemblyman who had been after Jae-hee.  

The spear user who lost an arm in an explosion and fled.  

"But why is she in here..."  

  

After losing the fight against Ilshim's ranker, the Executor, she requested body modifications at the lab.  

Pain receptors were removed, and muscle tissue reinforcement was underway to prevent her body from twisting under any attack.  

Progress: 42%.  

So, after losing to the Executor that day, she went as far as to opt for body modifications for revenge.  

With a heavy heart, I touched the glass cylinder.  

Even though I was on the Executor's side, I felt an inexplicable guilt.  

But I soon managed to erase that feeling from my mind.  

Because now wasn't the time to worry about others.  

While passing by one glass cylinder after another, searching for an escape, one test tube of a different color caught my eye.  

All the liquid in the aquariums I’d seen so far was pink, but the one at the end was red.  

It was eerie, as if filled with blood.  

I slowly approached that glass cylinder.  

Inside, I could see the silhouette of a woman.  

Her brown hair floated, drifting along with the bubbles.  

Because of that, her face wasn’t clearly visible.  

Even though the situation was urgent, I found myself moving forward, as if hypnotized, to see the figure's face.  

Finally, her face began to come into view little by little.  

But the moment I saw her face, my expression completely froze.  

"---!"  

A metallic sound escaped my lips.  

At the same time, as if my soul had left my body, my legs gave out.  

I collapsed helplessly to the floor.  

And I stared blankly up at the woman.  

The person inside the red test tube, whom I thought was dead...  

It was Ji-soo noona.  

Every inch of her body bore stab wounds.  

Her eyes were closed, but her features were unmistakable.  

It was really her.  

This unexpected reunion left my face paralyzed.  

My legs had gone weak, and I couldn’t even stand up.  

I crawled toward the information panel detailing the figure’s identity.  

  

B-rank Hunter.  

A unique multi-ability user with both sword and flame attributes.  

When discovered, she was in a vegetative state.  

"So she really was alive..."  

Clutching the information panel, I bit my lips tightly.  

I bit down so hard that blood trickled down my jaw.  

I sobbed, releasing all the pent-up emotions I’d held in.  

I thought I’d never see her again...  

I had to wake her up.  

Wake her up and somehow escape this hell together.  

The moment I resolved to do so, it felt like magic, and strength returned to my legs.  

I stood up and frantically searched for the release button, which must be somewhere.  

Soon, I discovered a small, enclosed control room that seemed to be the central command.  

When I entered, I found numerous levers and buttons, their functions unknown.  

But among them, I couldn’t find the button to release noona's glass cylinder.  

To activate the controls, I needed to unlock the central computer, but I had no way to do so.  

Instead, I noticed a suspicious red button in the corner of the control room.  

The letters ‘EE’ were inscribed on it.  

Emergency Escape.  

I’d heard that critical facilities often had hidden escape routes aside from the main entrance.  

This button was likely one of those.  

But the thought of leaving noona behind weighed heavily on me.  

I stared blankly at the red test tube containing her.  

Then, I steeled myself.  

Right now, I couldn’t save noona.  

Not yet.  

I’d prepare thoroughly and come back.  

I’d become stronger.  

Strong enough to defeat the rankers of Counters.  

And if that proved impossible...  

I’d at least ensure I could rescue noona safely.  

Resolute, I slammed my fist down on the escape button.  

Red numerical holograms appeared on the dark outer wall.  

Soon, the wall split open, revealing an elevator.  

Without hesitation, I stepped into it.  

"---."  

I didn’t know how much time had passed, but the elevator eventually came to a halt.  

Outside, I could hear the chirping of birds.  

I hadn’t realized how much I missed the sounds of nature.  

When the elevator doors opened, a lush green forest came into view.  

I stepped out, one step at a time, toward that natural paradise.  

First, I had to descend the mountain.  

Then return home and prepare, carefully and meticulously.  

A way to rescue noona.  

I clutched my throbbing head.  

My thoughts were consumed by noona, and I could hardly bear it.  

But.  

Those thoughts vanished as if doused in cold water.  

"Did you enjoy your tour of the lab?"  

Because a familiar voice spoke from behind me.  
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    "Did you know, Misha...?"

The girl with her hands behind her back looked at me and smiled sweetly.

She had been waiting for me in front of the emergency elevator.

"04 told me. She said you’ve never left the lab before."

Misha narrowed her eyes and stared at me intently.

I felt like her gaze pierced through me, freezing my entire body.

"What’s the reason for sneaking into 09’s room?"

The blonde girl approached me, circling around.

Then she abruptly stopped and looked up at me with a soft gaze.

"Did you find what you were looking for there?"

"..."

I couldn’t answer her firm question.

I simply bit my lips tightly, trying to think of a way out of this situation.

Misha, seeing me like that, gently stroked my hair with a kind voice.

"Don’t worry. 09 doesn’t know you went into her room."

"What...?"

Could it be that Misha deliberately hid it from 09 for my sake?

Her smirk deepened as she saw my wavering eyes.

"You just realized? That’s right."

"Leaving the lounge with 09 and unlocking Lab 3 were all part of my plan."

Misha softly placed her hand over her chest.

"Lab 3 is the only escape route aside from the main entrance."

I looked at her with a puzzled expression, unable to understand her intentions.

Why did she open Lab 3 and show me everything?

"Does that mean you don’t care if I saw Lab 3?"

"Yes, I don’t really have a reason to hide it."

Misha shrugged in response to my question.

She pressed on a decayed piece of wood, and ants started crawling out, scattering everywhere.

"What’s wrong with helping injured people recover?"

"All we’re doing is helping those who can’t control themselves and taking care of the wounded."

Lies.

If that’s really what you are, why is my arm fused with 09?

Why am I trapped in this body, and why is my noona imprisoned in that red glass tube?

My clenched fists trembled.

I wanted to grab her by the collar and demand the truth right away.

And ask her.

Why did they do this to us?

Why did the Association, which is supposed to protect Korea, kill innocent low-rank hunters?

But now wasn’t the time.

Even if I confronted Misha in this vulnerable state, nothing would change.

It would be a miracle if I didn’t end up caught and killed.

I forced open my blocked throat.

And mumbled faintly.

"Maybe... I was just scared and got confused."

"That’s what I thought."

Misha seemed satisfied with my agreement.

However, her interrogation wasn’t over yet.

To ask the most important question, she grabbed my shoulders.

And leaned her face in close.

"Then, could you explain why you went into 09’s room?"

Maybe it was because I knew my sister was alive.

Even under her persistent questioning, I didn’t lose my composure.

"I have family. 09 looked so much like the person who killed them, so I had to check."

"So, was 09 the culprit?"

Misha’s blue eyes sparkled.

As if listening to an intriguing story, she kept pressing me.

"No. That person didn’t have a tattoo on their neck."

"Then it’s certainly not her. 09 has had a tattoo on her neck since she was very young."

Misha nodded as if the case was solved.

She softly hugged me from behind and pressed her plump cheek against my back.

"I really like you. I’ve been watching you from afar for a long time."

She casually admitted that she had been monitoring me all this time.

A chill ran down my spine, but I tried not to show it.

"Even though you’re powerless, watching you work so hard is like seeing the protagonist of a romance comic. It’s moving."

"That’s why I don’t want to lose you. I want to keep you by my side forever."

Her hand slipped under my arm.

And in her hand was a syringe with a sharp needle.

Inside the syringe was a purple liquid of unknown composition.

Was it the same substance as what was in the glass tube?

"In the past, I would’ve just ‘poke’, and stab this into your neck."

"Then I would’ve taken you to my room and adored you forever, like a puppy."

Misha’s round forehead rubbed against my side.

The creepy sensation made me swallow hard.

"But now, I want to give you a chance."

"A chance...?"

"Yes."

She pointed her finger towards the bottom of the mountain.

Amid the tangled trees, a two-lane road was visible.

"If you go straight down, there’s a small village. Occasionally, taxis pass by."

I stared at the road she pointed to.

But my view was quickly blocked entirely by her.

Misha stood in front of me, bringing her face close.

"If you don’t like what we do, you can just leave. I’ll understand."

"But if you want to keep working, you can come back anytime."

I stared at the syringe in her hand.

Was she giving me a choice?

Any sane person would run away immediately.

Like the others who had quit the lab before.

But.

How could I escape alone after seeing my noona like that?

These people were definitely planning something.

It was possible that her body would be merged with 09’s.

I swallowed hard and looked at Misha’s syringe.

The sharp needle and her obsession were terrifying.

The arm attached to 09 was horrifying, and the gloomy lab atmosphere was unbearable.

I squatted down to meet Misha’s eyes.

And I let go of my guarded gaze, giving her a soft smile.

"No, I’ll come to work tomorrow."

"Really?"

"Yeah. Like you said, the lab doesn’t have any problems, right? In fact, now that I know it’s a decent place, I want to keep coming."

"Thank you for understanding. Most people just run away..."

"But the pay is good."

I made a money gesture with my fingers to reassure her.

Misha, satisfied, nodded quickly.

Then she hugged me tightly.

"But promise me you’ll never stick that syringe in me, okay?"

"Of course."

Misha threw the syringe onto the ground.

Then she buried her nose in my chest, taking a deep breath.

"I’m so happy."

"Yeah, I’m happy too."

I hugged the child back.

But my face didn’t reflect any happiness.

Colder and more composed than ever.

Thanks to resolving the misunderstanding with Misha, I was able to board the bus safely.

But when I arrived home, I didn’t head straight to Moment.

Too many things had happened.

I didn’t have the energy to force a smile and serve drinks to someone.

So I staggered my way straight home.

I barely climbed the stairs and stood in front of the door.

Today, my house feels strangely unfamiliar.

Just like on the first day of my possession.

Seeing my sister at the lab brought back the nightmares of my days as a man.

I collapsed weakly to the floor, leaning against the edge of the bed.

“Noona...”

The reason I’ve been able to endure until now.

The reason I’ve managed to survive in so many dangerous situations after my possession.

It was all thanks to her advice.

Yet, she was still trapped in such a place...

“What am I supposed to do...”

I buried my face in the bed.

And I just sobbed.

I can endure having my arm attached to 09.

But I cannot bear the sight of my sister, brutally murdered and now desecrated.

Even so, there is nothing I can do for her.

I am still far too weak.

Moreover, there is no one to help me.

No one...

---

Moment Bar’s clock pointed to 10 p.m.

Si-ho, who had said she’d come straight after work, was still nowhere to be seen.

Executor was idly flicking her lighter before finally standing up at the counter.

“Are you leaving?”

Ji-wook asked her cautiously.

Executor nodded silently.

She was holding a small cake box.

Executor carefully carried the cake and headed toward her newly acquired Genesis.

There was no need to turn on the navigation.

She confidently drove toward a familiar address.

Eventually, she arrived at a quiet apartment complex.

Carrying the cake, she climbed the stairs leisurely.

But soon, she had to stop in her tracks.

A suspicious silhouette appeared in the hallway of the apartment.

“What’s this, why are you here?”

Executor asked in a cold voice, glaring at the figure.

The person hiding in the shadows stepped forward.

It was Anna.

With her hands tucked into her pockets, she stared expressionlessly at the female executive of Ilshim.

“What about you, why are you here?”

Unlike Executor, who had just come off work, Anna was in casual attire.

Though she had always worn black in the past, today she was in simple gray tracksuits.

“What do you think? I’m here to see Si-ho.”

Executor glanced at Anna, who had come empty-handed, and smirked.

Then she raised the cake box she had prepared.

“Don’t tell me you came with nothing.”

“Is that a problem?”

Anna turned her head with a sardonic smile.

Her eyes were fixed solely on Si-ho’s front door.

“When Si-ho ignores messages, she’s usually not in a good mood.”

Executor moved past Anna and stood in front of the door.

Then she knocked lightly.

“And sweets are the best cure for a bad mood.”

Anna’s lips twitched at Executor’s jab.

She rummaged through her pockets.

But no matter how much she searched, all she had were a dagger, smoke bombs, and a small amount of poison.

Faint footsteps came from inside the house.

Soon, the front door opened slightly.

Through the crack, a small girl peeked her face out.

“Who is it...?”

Both women leaned in simultaneously at the sight of Si-ho.

“Since we didn’t hear from you...”

The two killers, realizing they spoke at the same time, fell silent in displeasure.

Then they glared at each other as if ready to kill.

“Sorry... I was just too tired and resting at home.”

Si-ho gave a bitter smile and opened the door wider.

Moonlight poured through, revealing the dark circles under her eyes.

“Are you okay?”

Executor asked the small bartender cautiously.

Si-ho didn’t say anything.

But the droop of her weary eyes clearly revealed the sadness she had been enduring.

“...”

Si-ho didn’t answer the question.

She just looked back and forth between the two women.

Finally, the little bartender’s eyes welled up with tears.

Her body trembled as emotions surged upon seeing the two of them.

Soon, she reached out her arms toward Executor and Anna.

And she hugged them tightly at the same time.

The two killers exchanged startled glances at Si-ho’s unexpected action.

But then, they quietly patted her back.

The small girl, nestled in their arms, let out soft sobs.
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    Two women sat on the modest floor of a studio apartment.

One was an executive at the nation’s top black company.

The other was an independent businesswoman who casually spent three hundred million won.

I unfolded a round folding table for the two of them.

In the center, I placed the cake Executor had brought.

“But what should I do... I don’t think I should eat this cake...”

I murmured while pulling out two plates.

Executor’s red eyes flashed even more sharply, asking what I meant by that.

“Oh, it’s just... Jae-hee told me to lose some weight...”

“Why would you lose weight?”

Anna, who had been quietly observing, chimed in.

At her question, Executor also shook her head in agreement.

“Where exactly do you think you need to lose weight? You’re perfect as you are.”

The two women stared at me from head to toe.

Feeling burdened by their gazes, I turned my head awkwardly.

“Don’t you dare lose weight.”

Executor said to me in an extremely serious tone.

In the face of their vehement objections, I eventually nodded.

And I muttered softly.

“Since both of you are saying that... I guess one piece should be fine...?”

I slyly tried to grab a fork.

Executor pushed a plate and fork toward me.

“Thank you...”

Taking her fork, I carefully scooped up a piece.

The glossy chocolate mousse coating the surface was striking.

When I pressed it with the fork, it was so soft that it yielded like jelly and sank inward.

I placed the piece of cake in my mouth.

The large piece made my cheeks puff up roundly.

The sweet chocolate mousse caressed my tongue.

The soft sponge cake melted like cotton candy.

“It’s delicious...”

I closed my eyes, savoring the dessert to the fullest.

Lately, I’d been craving sweet things for some reason.

As I was almost done with one piece, a sudden clicking sound startled me.

Executor was taking pictures of me eating the cake.

At that moment, my puffed-up cheeks froze.

“Oh, no, go ahead and keep eating.”

She smiled brightly at me as I chewed hesitantly.

By then, Anna had come up behind her.

Looking at my photo, Anna whispered to the red-eyed woman.

“Send me that later.”

“Why would I?”

“How much do you want for it?”

“It’s not for sale, idiot.”

The two of them bickered in hushed tones, as if I couldn’t hear them.

But I wasn’t a fool... Their banter was perfectly audible.

“I’m the one who brought it. Why don’t you contribute something, too?”

Why were they acting like this all of a sudden?

When I’d met them individually, they were more mature than anyone else, but together, they acted like high school girls snapping at each other.

It was like watching tourists at a zoo.

Taking pictures and tossing food to the animals.

In that case, was I the squirrel trapped inside?

It felt strangely unpleasant.

Anna frowned slightly at Executor’s comment, looking uncomfortable.

While rummaging through her pocket, she suddenly stopped as if she’d found something good.

In her hand appeared a tiny cocktail chocolate.

It was one of the complimentary chocolates we used to give out at Moment Bar.

Anna must’ve visited the bar to see me.

She stared down at the small chocolate for a moment.

Then she looked at me quietly.

“This.”

A cocktail-flavored chocolate.

She handed it to me carefully.

The corners of my mouth twitched.

I chuckled softly and unwrapped the chocolate.

It seemed too precious to eat in one bite, so I took a light nibble.

My fingers were coated with sticky chocolate.

It must have melted after being in Anna’s pocket for a long time.

But that didn’t matter.

It was delicious and sweet enough.

I smiled at her hazy eyes.

“It’s delicious, Anna. Thank you...”

Anna mirrored my smile.

She gently tucked a stray strand of my messy hair behind my ear.

“You’ve worked hard.”

It was a brief comment.

And just one small piece of chocolate.

But it was enough to comfort me.

Thanks to the two people beside me, I could momentarily take my eyes off the towering wall ahead.

Yes, this was enough.

Maybe I wasn’t alone anymore.

“You must’ve had a tough first day.”

Executor seemed concerned about the hardships I was facing due to the job she had arranged for me.

Her sharp eyes had softened as she looked at me.

“Maybe we should just set up a lounge bar at our company.”

Executor casually proposed something outrageous.

If that were to happen...

“Oh ho ho, our new bride is here—?”

I could vividly imagine Vice President Na-hyun dropping by every day to drink.

Not to mention Mr. Hwangsa, who would show up to tease me daily...

Well, it might be amusing in its way.

A chuckle escaped my lips.

In the meantime, Anna presented her own solution, in her usual style.

Pulling out a dagger from her coat, she asked me.

“Should I kill them?”

They were saying dangerous things...

I hurriedly waved my hands in refusal.

“It wasn’t hard at all, really. I almost feel guilty for earning this much.”

“Where do you work?”

Anna asked.

Oh, come to think of it, Anna doesn’t know where I work.

“It’s a lab affiliated with the Association.”

“A lab?”

The relaxed expression on Anna’s face returned to her usual stoic look.

As if something clicked in her mind, she asked me again.

“Is it the one managed by Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae, by any chance?”

“Oh, yeah. There’s a lounge bar in the basement, and I work there.”

How did Anna, officially an enemy of the Association, know about the lab?

As I tilted my head in curiosity, Anna crossed her arms and fell into thought.

“Have you been there before, Anna?”

“I’ve never been. But…”

She became the emotionless killer she used to be.

Then, as if realizing my gaze, she shook her head alone.

“No. I’ll look into it myself.”

Executor seemed to pick up on Anna’s mood and tried to keep things light.

She took off her blazer and spoke.

“Well, what’s there to worry about working under those oh-so-great Association people?”

Now in her shirt, she casually draped an arm over my shoulder.

And she gently pinched my cheek.

“There’s no reason for anyone to bother such a small bartender.”

Her lips came close enough for me to feel her breath.

The red-eyed woman whispered quietly as she looked at me.

“If someone gives you trouble, let me know anytime.”

“Huh…?”

“If you tell me, that person might just take a few months off due to an ‘accident.’”

“Ah, got it…”

Satisfied with my response, Executor stood up.

She slung her shirt over her shoulder, preparing to leave.

“Leaving already?”

“Yeah. I only came to deliver this.”

Whenever Executor visited my place, my heart always raced.

Was she really just going to leave today?

It felt a bit disappointing, yet also a relief.

Damn, what’s there to feel disappointed about?

I shook my head.

My already messy hair became even more disheveled.

A faint scent of shampoo wafted from between my strands.

It never used to be noticeable, but now it was all too clear.

Executor paused for a moment before leaving.

She looked down at Anna, who was still sitting on the floor.

“What?”

Anna tossed a single word at her without much thought.

Executor, in an obvious tone, spoke to Anna.

“What do you mean, let’s go.”

“I’ll stay a little longer.”

Executor scoffed at Anna’s response.

Her sharp red eyes glared at her intensely.

“If you have any sense, you’d get up.”

Anna remained unfazed by Executor’s intimidating presence.

Instead, she quietly looked at me.

“I’m fine. I’ll spend some time alone now.”

That’s right.

I didn’t have the energy to be with anyone at the moment, not even Anna.

I was truly grateful and sorry to them both.

But right now, there was a massive storm raging in my head.

To overcome it alone, I needed time.

In this situation, Executor’s dessert and Anna’s chocolate helped me a lot.

“Don’t worry, I’ll stop by Moment again soon.”

“Don’t push yourself.”

Anna frowned slightly as she looked at me.

Her expressive face was breathtakingly beautiful.

The white-eyed woman stood up, following the red-eyed woman.

They slowly made their way to the shoe rack.

“Call me if anything happens.”

Executor made a phone gesture with her fingers as she slipped on her shoes.

I just waved at the two of them.

It was a farewell that had happened many times before.

But… for some reason, my chest tightened as if this would be the last.

It felt like I was about to embark on a long, solitary voyage.

The front door closed.

Only the hum of the refrigerator echoed in the quiet house.

I stared down at the cake box and chocolate wrapper left on the table.

“This is my problem.”

“I can’t keep relying on others.”

I couldn’t drag them into this.

I walked to the veranda, clutching that thought.

There, a cocktail box was stored at room temperature.

When I opened it, a variety of liquors lay inside.

I struggled to lift it out.

To think I couldn’t even lift a single box properly.

Feeling my frail body, I finally managed to bring it inside.

Then, I took out the bottles one by one to check their effects.

  
Grade: ★★★  
Effect: Increases strength by 30 for 1 hour. Reduces judgment and composure by 30. Overconsumption may result in a high probability of a berserk state.  
Description: A liquor with an alcohol content close to 95%, almost pure alcohol. It’s the limit of edible alcohol. Drinking it carelessly could burn your esophagus.  

  
Grade: ★★★  
Effect: Increases agility by 30 for 1 hour. Reduces composure by 15.  
Description: The green demon. A distilled spirit with a green hue from herbal ingredients. Contains thujone, which can cause hallucinations, making it banned in Korea. However, nothing is impossible in Ilshim.  

I lined up the imported liquors banned in Korea.

And I activated Angelic Hand to the fullest extent.

“Noona… wait for me.”

“I’ll definitely come find you.”

It was late at night.

Though covered by curtains, brilliant radiance erupted endlessly from a studio apartment on the second floor.

A woman watched from afar.

She waited until the light disappeared before leaving the area at dawn.


  
    Chapter 88 Green Fairy 1

    The next day, I packed my gear and went to the lab.  

I greeted 04, who was always sitting on the sofa playing mobile games.  

He complained about being stuck on the 24th round of a defense game.  

Then, he asked me to help him clear it together during break time.  

I responded to 04 with a bright smile.  

I arrived at the lounge bar.  

I greeted 03, who was in her girl form instead of her muscular suit, watching over the bar.  

She immediately linked arms with me, saying she’d been waiting, and sniffed my scent.  

Then, she asked me to check the Gin Fizz she had been practicing later.  

I responded to 03 with a bright smile.  

“I was so worried, thinking you wouldn’t come back!”  

Misha clung to my arm with a distressed expression.  

I barely managed to soothe the girl.  

“With 12 million a month, how could I not come? Besides, you said everything is legal.”  

“That’s right—we conduct experiments with the utmost humanity!”  

Bullshit.  

I nearly blurted out the word aloud.  

Barely regaining my composure, I put on the bartender uniform I had brought.  

The girl looked at me with eyes full of admiration.  

A tightly fitting white shirt, slack pants that clung like a suit, and a waist-hugging blazer—anyone would see me as a bartender.  

“Your suit... it’s so cool.”  

Drool dripped from her mouth.  

Misha clung to my waist and looked up at me.  

Her overwhelming gaze made me sigh.  

“Was this why the Assemblywoman told me not to wear a suit?”  

“What did you say, unni?”  

“Oh, nothing... just talking to myself.”  

I arrived at the bar table and immediately set up the glassware.  

With a fixed smile, I stood at the counter, ready to greet the guests who would soon arrive.  

At around 3 PM, a doctor who had been impressed by the Gin Fizz I made came back.  

It turned out he was a key figure responsible for stabilizing test subjects in Lab 3.  

A single push of his finger on a button determined the fate of the test subjects.  

“You’re a very vital talent here at the lab.”  

“You’re too kind. The little director here is the one in charge.”  

The doctor shrugged as he drank the Gin Fizz I made for him.  

Misha blushed and shyly bowed her head at his compliment, cupping her cheeks.  

“Oh no, it’s all thanks to you, Doctor.”  

“All I do is press the red and green buttons—open, isolate, that’s it.”  

His offhand remark etched itself into my mind.  

Red and green.  

Those were definitely the buttons I had seen in the control room.  

After serving a few more guests, it was 5 PM.  

Then, I heard someone coming down from the elevator.  

I thought it might be 04.  

But it was someone entirely different.  

Black hair, a black shirt, and blue eyes.  

A familiar-looking face.  

I soon realized who he was.  

With a face that looked like he had just entered high school.  

And the “08” tattoo beneath his eye.  

The ranker who had stopped my sister from killing 09.  

It was 08.  

He had grown a lot since I last saw him.  

He seemed to have eaten and lived very well in the meantime.  

“What’s this? I thought it was just Misha.”  

“Say hello. This is Si-ho unni, our potion master and bartender.”  

“Oh, so we can get potions regularly now?”  

“No. Unni works here as a bartender, not as a potion dealer.”  

Misha shook her head firmly.  

I quickly intervened to calm her down.  

“Don’t worry, I’ll make potions for you soon enough. Very ‘regularly,’ in fact.”  

“Really? You’re such an angel, unni...”  

“For the amount I’m getting paid here, of course, I should do that much.”  

08 stared at me intently.  

It felt as if he could see right through me, which made me uncomfortable.  

But that couldn’t be.  

Unless he was peeking into my memories.  

I smiled slightly in response to Misha’s introduction.  

08 cleared his throat and sat at the counter table.  

“Are you here to drink the cocktails I make? That makes me so happy.”  

Misha was touched by 08 coming to try her cocktails.  

But the boy cringed at her remark.  

“What nonsense are you talking about? I just dropped by because I heard there was a new hire.”  

The boy looked up at me with a blank expression.  

Beautiful blue eyes.  

To think someone with such eyes would kill people so easily.  

I wanted to gouge them out with my fingers right then.  

But not yet.  

Not yet...  

“Well, you look pretty ordinary.”  

He casually observed my face and body.  

But for someone so disinterested, his gaze lingered quite long.  

“What kind of drink would you like?”  

“Drop the formalities. I’m 18 now.”  

“I’ll drop them when we get closer.”  

I raised the corners of my mouth and squinted at him.  

The boy avoided my gaze and cleared his throat.  

“I don’t know much about cocktails, so recommend one for me.”  

Misha glanced at me with a mischievous look in her eyes.  

She leaned in and whispered to me playfully.  

“08 seems to like you, unni.”  

“Me...?”  

Misha nodded enthusiastically.  

She discreetly pointed at the boy under the table.  

“Yeah—he doesn’t usually drink cocktails. He’s bad with alcohol.”  

Of course, being 18, it’s normal to be bad with alcohol.  

“What are you talking about!? Who do you think you’re calling a kid?”  

“You’re still a kid.”  

When the boy got defensive, Misha shrugged nonchalantly.  

Then, 08 frowned and turned to me.  

“I’m strong with alcohol, so don’t worry.”  

“Still—you’re so young. Should I make you a non-alcoholic one?”  

I covered my mouth with my hand and looked down at the boy with concern.  

As if mocking him.  

“No! Give me the most adult one you’ve got.”  

The boy grumbled, clearly irritated.  

Even the shadow beneath him twitched, reflecting his mood.  

I smiled at him.  

Half-closing my eyes.  

“Alright, I’ll make you the most ‘adult’ drink.”  

I prepared a clear martini glass.  

Then, I added a few drops of Johnnie Walker Black and swirled it around to coat the glass.  

Next, I filled it up with transparent Black Vodka.  

Finally, I garnished it with a slice of lemon peel...  

  

Grade: ???  

Effect: Enhances the ??? of the consumer by ??? for ??? duration.  

Information: A Black Martini crafted by Si-ho. A bartender who always poured her heart into her drinks has created this one with a different intention. Angelic Hand has been activated.  

The liquid, black as ink, filled the martini glass.  

It was as black as 08's hair and clothes.  

But it didn’t end there.  

Before handing over the glass, I took out a small glass vial from my pocket.  

Inside, a green liquid shimmered.  

While Misha was momentarily distracted, I stealthily added a few drops of the liquid to the glass.  

Fortunately, I finished before she turned back to me.  

Only then did I sigh in relief and speak to the boy.  

“Here is your Black Martini.”  

With a gentle smile, I slid the glass toward him.  

He stared at the glass with curiosity.  

“The color is fascinating.”  

“It’s called ‘Black’ Martini for a reason.”  

I replied kindly, with my hands behind my back.  

08 slowly reached for the glass.  

Instead of holding it delicately, he grabbed it with his entire hand.  

That alone was enough to show that he was clueless about cocktails.  

08 brought the glass to his lips.  

Then, like it was a regular drink, he downed the Black Martini in one gulp.  

He was putting on a show to appear grown-up.  

His eyebrows twitched soon after.  

It was no surprise, as he had chugged a cocktail over 40% in alcohol content.  

I stepped back slightly, expecting him to spit it out.  

But luckily, he didn’t.  

He forced himself to gulp down the strong liquor without showing any reaction.  

As expected of a ranker, he had a strong stomach.  

“It’s, it’s good...”  

He stammered, his face red as a beet.  

Misha looked at 08, concerned that he had drunk half the cocktail in one go.  

“Are you okay...?”  

“This is nothing. What do you think, unni?”  

08 looked up at me, gasping for air.  

I spoke to him.  

“You’re amazing. Well done.”  

I smiled brightly and patted his head.  

He flinched and pulled his head back in surprise.  

“Don’t treat me like a kid. How dare you...”  

He glared at me.  

I mumbled apologetically with a guilty expression.  

“Sorry... You were just so cute...”  

“Hey! Watch your tone with Si-ho unni!”  

Misha, seeing me downcast, burst out in anger.  

She pointed at the boy, demanding an immediate apology.  

The boy muttered to himself for a moment.  

Then, reluctantly, he lowered his head and apologized.  

Unbelievable.  

The guy who had ruthlessly killed us was apologizing because of a single word from Misha.  

Could it be...  

Do the numbers of Counters indicate their ranks?  

If so, just how strong is Misha, who’s number 03?  

I had seen her build muscular suits for men.  

I thought she was just a genius engineer...  

But it seems there’s another secret about her that I don’t know.  

Letting me go after entering Lab 3, being the deputy director of the lab...  

There’s something off about her.  

“Anyway, this drink isn’t strong at all. Not as impressive as I thought.”  

08 finished the drink and stood up.  

Indeed, despite having downed the entire cocktail, he appeared fine.  

But I quickly noticed the truth.  

Though his body seemed fine...  

The shadow beneath him was writhing like it was drunk.  

I glanced down at the shadow and smirked inwardly.  

“I’m off.”  

“Going to collect corpses again?”  

Misha asked as she watched him leave.  

Corpses...?  

“Always the same.”  

“Hopefully, you find a proper subject this time, like the one from back then.”  

“Oh, you mean that Flame Swordsman?”  

At the mention of Flame Swordsman, my lips twitched.  

Could they mean Ji-soo noona?  

“Yeah, I got lucky back then. Found both a Flame Swordsman and a healer who could read memories.”  

The boy shrugged, shamelessly proud of scavenging dead hunters’ bodies.  

“Strange, though. How did such skilled people die to something like a wyvern?”  

Misha pressed her finger to her lips, unable to understand.  

Does she not know that the Counters rankers kill people?  

While I pondered about Misha, 08 muttered with a sly smile.  

“They were just bugs who didn’t know how to use their powers properly.”  

The boy waved his hand and headed toward the elevator.  

As he left, my gaze remained fixed on his shadow.  

Through the shadow, he looked like a drunkard staggering away.  

Yes.  

You’re right—they didn’t know how to use their powers properly.  

But things will be different now.  

I gently touched the glass vial in my chest pocket.  

Misha looked up at me quietly.  

She asked me softly.  

“Unni...”  

“Huh, what...?”  

I had been lost in thought.  

Startled by her question, I snapped out of it.  

“What did you add to the drink earlier?”  

Her sharp question made my heart race.  

Does she have eyes on the back of her head?  

“Hmm—seeing you flustered...”  

Misha squinted mischievously and placed her finger on my shoulder.  

Then, she let it slide down sensually, as if teasing me.  

My heart pounded like crazy.  

Her voice made time seem to freeze as my body stopped, focused solely on her words.  

“It must’ve been your special bitters, right? Wasn’t it?”  

I let out a sigh of relief internally.  

Thankfully, she thought it was just an ingredient for the cocktail.  

Well, technically, it was an ingredient.  

I stroked her head and whispered softly.  

“Yes, it’s my special liqueur.”  

“What’s it called? It was green, like vegetable juice.”  

“A name, huh...”  

I pondered the name of the liquid.  

Right.  

It had always been called this.  

“Green Fairy.”  


  
    Chapter 89 Green Fairy 2

    Before long, the lab had reached the end of the workday.  

However, I used the excuse of cleaning up to avoid leaving.  

Instead, I sat at the bar, counting the number of researchers clocking out.  

Typically, the association's civil servants have a mandatory 6 p.m. departure policy.  

The same goes for the lab.  

Although labs usually require an on-call team, the rankers living in Lab 2 decided to take over.  

It actually worked out better for me.  

It meant fewer people I needed to avoid.  

I pulled out the potions I had prepared yesterday from my rattling bag.  

I stood up, intending to deliver them directly.  

And I naturally made my way to the lab.  

Misha couldn't join this procession.  

She had been urgently summoned to the association's headquarters by Assemblywoman Park.  

It worked out better this way.  

It was already uncomfortable having her constantly watching me from the side.  

This time, I intended to thoroughly understand the structure of this place.  

Fortunately, the door to Lab 2 was left open for lab employees commuting.  

However, the door to Lab 3, where my sister was, remained firmly shut.  

Somehow, I needed to get back in there.  

I couldn’t exactly cut off their fingers, so how would I bypass the fingerprint recognition?  

I decided to put that thought aside for now.  

Investigating the rankers took priority.  

I headed first to Misha's room, marked as 03.  

Her room was so blatantly open that I had no expectations.  

It looked like an incredibly ordinary girl’s room.  

It was almost too ordinary to believe.  

Rows of neatly arranged plush toys on the bed.  

Costumes ranging from maid outfits to princess-style dresses, and overly flashy attire.  

And... even a mannequin holding a cocktail, modeled after me.  

How on earth was this made?  

It was even the exact same height as me.  

Chills ran down my spine as I shook my head and left Misha's room.  

Across from Room 03 was Room 04.  

That room was just as ordinary as Room 03.  

Just a bed, a desk, and a wardrobe, with nothing particularly special.  

Except for one thing.  

A machine resembling a massage chair.  

It was equipped with a VR headset and what looked like a computer monitor.  

I quickly realized it was a gaming console.  

Maybe some kind of virtual reality device.  

Scattered around the console were crumbs of snacks and cans of caffeinated drinks.  

Does she spend her days guarding the lab entrance and her nights glued to this?  

I made a note on my phone that she was an extreme gaming addict.  

As I was about to leave the room, my gaze fell on the pile of clothes on the bed.  

Among them was a bra.  

She always wore a hat pulled low and a mask, so I hadn’t noticed before...  

Well, her voice did sound a bit androgynous.  

Back in the hallway, I checked the remaining rooms.  

That left 06, 08, and 09.  

The main culprits behind my and my colleagues' deaths.  

From here on, things would get serious.  

I tied my hair tightly and held the potions politely with both hands.  

Since 08's room was locked, I headed to 06's room first.  

Music was coming from the room.  

So, they were inside.  

I took a deep breath before entering and knocked on the door.  

But perhaps because of the loud music, no one responded to my knock.  

With no choice, I opened the door and walked in myself.  

And I was shocked.  

Unlike the rooms I had seen so far, Room 06 was incredibly spacious.  

“A gym...?”  

The room was packed with fitness equipment.  

There, 09 was lying on a gym ball, staring at her phone.  

And 06, a monstrous physical ability user who controlled every muscle in his body.  

His head was shaved, and he was doing pull-ups.  

With ten 20kg plates hanging from his legs, no less.  

His rippling back muscles radiated heat.  

It felt like looking at a massive beast, not a human.  

He’d grown even bigger since the last time I saw him...  

They weren’t just playing around.  

They were desperately striving to maintain their rankings.  

“What do you want?”  

09, rolling off the gym ball, looked at me.  

I stood there, holding the cocktail potions, staring blankly at her.  

“Oh, the bartender, right? Si-ho or something...”  

“Bartender?”  

06 repeated, mid-pull-up.  

He counted to fifty and then came down from the bar.  

As the heavy plates hit the ground, a thudding noise echoed through the room.  

“Yeah. She's here to supply us with potions.”  

“What? Weren’t you the one making potions with that arm of yours?”  

06 pointed at 09’s left arm.  

The red-eyed woman wiggled her arm and shook her head.  

“No, I tried, but I’m not quite there yet.”  

What was once my arm twitched.  

I stared blankly at the stitched seam where it joined her shoulder.  

“Are you scared?”  

09 smirked, holding out her arm.  

I nodded, as if to affirm.  

“Don’t worry. I don’t mess with anyone useful.”  

Her red eyes gleamed between her outstretched fingers.  

Just as I remembered them.  

“Thank you.”  

If I had met her in the past, I would’ve worn an expression of fear or anger.  

But now...  

I simply smiled.  

And I handed over what I had prepared.  

A special potion I made.  

  

Grade: ★★★★  

Effect: Increases strength by ?? amount. Reduces composure by ?? amount. Lasts for one hour.  

Info: A cocktail-based potion made with vodka and tomato juice. Similar to a Red Eye but distinctly different. The only people Si-ho has given a tomato-based cocktail potion to are Executor and 09.  

“Wow—look at this color. It really does look like a potion, being so red.”  

09 took the potion, admiring it.  

06, intrigued, dragged over the plates to join us.  

“This is the first potion I’m giving to you both.”  

“What’s the effect?”  

“Well—strength enhancement. You’ll probably feel a surge of power as soon as you drink it.”  

I raised a finger and smiled brightly.  

Satisfied by the word "strength," 06 immediately prepared to drink.  

"Wait a moment."  

"What is it? Didn’t you give this to be consumed right away?"  

"Not now. Save it for an important moment."  

"An important moment?"  

06 and 09 blankly repeated my words.  

To the two rankers, I whispered softly.  

"For example, during a raid."  

"What raid would we ever go on?"  

09 dismissed my words with a laugh.  

06 did the same.  

"Yeah, we don’t do inefficient things like raids."  

"Then, what do you do?"  

When I asked, the rankers hesitated for a moment before answering.  

The smiles that had been on their faces earlier soon faded into blank expressions.  

"Um… farming?"  

06 left those words and narrowed his eyes like a snake.  

It was unsettling, as if he weren’t human.  

"Anyway, I’ll take it gratefully."  

He said that and removed the potion's cap.  

Then he sniffed it deeply.  

The fresh scent of tomatoes wafted faintly into the air.  

Determining there was nothing wrong with the ingredients, he downed the potion in one gulp.  

His Adam's apple bobbed without hesitation.  

"06, how is it?"  

The woman, who hadn’t even opened her bottle yet, asked him.  

06 smacked his lips briefly and stared at the now-empty potion bottle.  

"This... definitely seems effective."  

His skin began to flush slightly red.  

Breathing heavily, he clenched his biceps with force.  

Already large muscles bulged even more, veins nearly popping out.  

I turned my head to avoid the grotesque sight.  

"Wow, it’s real!"  

Even with the naked eye, the effects were clear, and 09's eyes widened.  

She also followed suit, drinking the potion in one big gulp.  

Before long, her skin flushed red as well, and her body seemed to firm up.  

"Hey, I guess we don’t have to do this tedious gym stuff anymore!"  

"What do you mean? This is when you should add more strain to your muscles!"  

The two shouted excitedly at each other.  

I watched them with a contented smile.  

"Hey, bartender!"  

"Yes…?"  

I instinctively responded to 06's stern call.  

Panting heavily, he spoke to me.  

"Make sure to supply this every day from now on. Got it?"  

For a civil servant, extra work is usually a nuisance.  

But I smiled brightly at him.  

"Of course. I’ll provide it twice a day, 'every day' from now on."  

"I like you. If you stay in our good graces, you’ll have countless rewards in return."  

06 pointed at me with his finger.  

09 chimed in excitedly as if agreeing.  

"Yeah—if you’re this capable, we might even take you as one of our members someday!"  

I bowed my head, expressing my honor.  

Then, I calmly left the room and returned to the lounge bar.  

I repeated this for a month.  

Gradually, I adapted to life in the lab.  

Eventually, all members of Counters began taking my potions daily.  

Each had their own reasons.  

But only one person—  

Misha—did not want my potions.  

She merely observed me bartending or handing potions to her colleagues.  

Even when I offered her a potion directly, she refused to drink it.  

She claimed she didn’t need potions.  

Though it bothered me a little, I tried not to show it.  

After all, once a week, she would leave to report the lab’s progress to Assemblywoman Park.  

On those days, I planned to carry out my operation, and avoiding Misha would be simple.  

After work, I returned to Moment.  

Even in the familiar shop I hadn’t visited in a while, my mind was consumed by thoughts of the lab.  

I constantly jotted down notes and reviewed my movements.  

Ji-wook sunbae looked at me with concern.  

The cheerful expression I always wore while bartending had grown noticeably darker.  

It wasn’t just sunbae who noticed.  

Executor and even Anna, who struggled with emotions, could tell.  

As I sat alone at the bar table, pen in hand, she came into the shop.  

The white-eyed woman approached and sat beside me.  

"What exactly are you thinking?"  

"About what…?"  

Without even glancing at Anna, I closed my notebook.  

The killer placed her hand on my shoulder, forcing me to meet her gaze.  

"You’ve been going into Counters' lab every day. Why not just stay at the bar? Why go there?"  

Somehow, Anna had found out and pressed me relentlessly.  

I looked at her and responded with a smile.  

"I’m just serving a drink or two to hardworking people. What’s wrong with that?"  

"Really…?"  

Even after seeing my smile, Anna’s expression didn’t change.  

Her serious demeanor made me stare at her intently.  

"Really, there’s nothing going on?"  

"Really..."  

Finally, the white-eyed woman let go of me.  

Then, with a furrowed brow, she gazed wistfully at me.  

"You’re making the same face as your sister."  

"My sister…?"  

"Yes, when Sun-ye lied to me, her left pupil always wavered."  

Anna pointed at the mole near my eye.  

Her lips twisted bitterly.  

"Are you still hiding something from me?"  

A secret...  

That word pierced my mind, leaving me momentarily speechless.  

Even Sun-ye kept her lies hidden from Anna until her dying breath.  

Maybe I’ll end up the same way.  

But...  

Even so, I can’t say it now.  

Perhaps I’ve become more than just a mere impostor; maybe I’ve truly become her sister.  

I act just like she did now.  

"I’m sorry... Just wait a little longer."  

"You’re telling me to wait again?"  

Anna murmured in a dry voice.  

She turned her head, staring blankly at the counter where I often stood.  

Today, her back looked so frail.  

With a trembling voice, I muttered.  

"There’ll be a chance to explain soon."  

Hearing that, Anna turned back to me.  

Her clouded white eyes shimmered faintly.  

"Alright. I’ll trust you and wait."  

The white-eyed woman nodded, tightly holding my hand.  

Once more, she decided to believe in her sister’s words. 

 


  
    Chapter 90 Side Story. Shirley Temple

    Is this home?  

My head hurts so much.  

I drank way too much with Si-ho at Moment yesterday.  

Was it a party to celebrate getting a job at the lab? I don’t even remember clearly.  

Not just the usual Red Eye, but also Gin Tonic, Catharsis, and more…  

Mixing all those drinks resulted in a terrible hangover.  

I scratched my messy hair and lifted myself from the bed.  

But…  

Shouldn’t my body feel heavy from the hangover? Why does it feel so light?  

It feels like my long waist has become shorter.  

It feels like my arms and legs have gotten thinner.  

I lowered my legs off the bed.  

Strangely, my feet didn’t reach the floor.  

I jumped down like I was hopping and quickly headed to the bathroom.  

Normally, my thighs would touch the sink, but now my belly button was reaching it instead.  

I looked into the mirror.  

And I realized the reason for the strangeness I’d been feeling.  

The person reflected in the mirror wasn’t me.  

Sure, the black hair and red eyes were the same.  

But plump cheeks, big round eyes, and a height that seemed about 140 cm…  

“This is the 12-year-old me…!”  

Yesterday, I was a high-ranking member of Ilshim, and now I’ve become so young.  

What on earth happened?  

I let out a hollow laugh.  

But that laugh soon turned into a satisfied smile.  

Well, even as a kid, my proportions weren’t bad.  

I could’ve been a model.  

“---.”  

As I was observing my younger body, the phone on the bed rang.  

It was Sang-moon.  

“What time is it now…”  

Usually, when Sang-moon calls in the morning, it’s for one of two reasons.  

Either the Association stormed the headquarters, or I overslept.  

It’s almost always not the first one.  

It’s probably the latter.  

So when I turned on my phone…  

I immediately shut my eyes tightly.  

As expected, the clock was already pointing to 10 o’clock.  

“Sigh…”  

I let out a deep sigh.  

A voice that sounded like a young girl leaked out from between my lips.  

Startled by that voice, I grabbed my throat.  

“Damn it, even my voice… why is it like this…”  

I tried to steady my voice somehow.  

Practicing phrases like, “Hey, it’s me,” in a raspy, throaty tone.  

But no matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t sound like anything other than a brat.  

Eventually, I gave up and answered the call.  

“Noona, it’s Sang-moon. You haven’t come to work yet…”  

“Uh, yeah. Something came up.”  

“Noona…? Your voice sounds strange. Are you okay?”  

“I-it’s because I caught a cold.”  

I tried to lower my voice, but it was no use.  

“The Vice President has been asking for you, so you need to come quickly.”  

“The Vice President…?”  

“Yes, they’ve been looking for you since this morning.”  

I have to meet the Vice President looking like this?  

Normally, I could just say I’m sick, and it would be fine.  

But if the Vice President is calling, it means something’s happened.  

I have no choice. I have to go…  

“I’ll be there right away.”  

I was about to hang up.  

But when I saw the car keys lying on the floor, I had to pick up my phone again.  

“Sang-moon…”  

“Yes, Noona.”  

“Could you… come pick me up?”  

I mumbled in a small voice.  

Realizing the seriousness of the situation, Sang-moon quickly agreed and hung up.  

“Ah, seriously—!”  

I scratched my already messy hair furiously.  

What a humiliation, showing this to a subordinate!  

I grabbed the wardrobe handle.  

But for some reason, it wouldn’t open today.  

I grabbed the handle with both hands and pulled with all my might.  

But I ended up getting flung backward and falling on my back.  

A sense of unease crept over me.  

As expected, there wasn’t a single piece of clothing in the wardrobe that fit my current self.  

All of it was from when I was 170 cm tall.  

“Damn it…”  

  

Choi Na-hyun was holding a golf club, practicing putting.  

She was waiting for her loyal subordinate, who would arrive soon.  

She planned to ask her opinion about a new putter model.  

“Vice President, Team Leader Han is here.”  

Sang-moon’s voice came from outside the office.  

Responding, she swung her putter and replied.  

“Oh, let her in.”  

The door opened.  

Na-hyun closed her eyes, expecting to hear the sound of Jeok-sa’s heels.  

But no matter how long she waited, that sound didn’t come.  

Instead, she only heard something brushing against the floor.  

Feeling suspicious, Na-hyun opened her eyes.  

And holding her golf club, she stared blankly at me.  

Baggy dress shirt and pants dragging on the floor.  

It looked awkward, like I was wearing my dad’s clothes.  

“It’s me… Vice President…”  

I tried my best to speak clearly.  

But this damn voice trembled, and my words kept slurring.  

“Team Leader… Han?”  

Na-hyun set down her golf club and slowly approached me.  

I used to be taller than her, but now she looked almost a head taller, like a giant.  

“Are you Team Leader Han’s niece?”  

“It’s me, Su-rin!”  

I thought the Vice President would recognize me right away…  

I clenched my fists in frustration.  

But the oversized shirt swallowed up my hands completely.  

“What is going on… Did I read too many martial arts novels yesterday?”  

“Please don’t impose your uncle-like preferences on me, Vice President…”  

“No, in those stories, when someone reaches a certain level, they get younger… It’s called Rejuvenation or something.”  

I let out a deep sigh and hitched up my pants.  

The belt, which didn’t fit, dangled awkwardly.  

“Judging by your attitude, it does seem like you’re Su-rin…”  

“I think something went wrong with the cocktail Si-ho made for me yesterday.”  

“Wow, so our new bride has that kind of hobby. Impressive!”  

When flustered, the Vice President’s dialect came out.  

She grinned widely and circled me, inspecting my younger self.  

“Probably because she made the cocktail while drunk, some buff must have gone wrong.”  

“Is that so…? Can you still use your abilities properly?”  

“Yes, I tested dummy control earlier, and it worked fine.”  

“Well, that’s a relief…”  

The Vice President stopped and stared down at me.  

Her shadow from the lights loomed over me.  

“W-why are you looking at me like that, Vice President…”  

“Can I hug you just once?”  

Her green eyes glinted mischievously as she smiled.  

Her lips twitched, unsure how to contain her excitement.  

“Huh? What are you…”  

Before I could finish speaking, it happened.  

The Vice President slipped her hands under my arms.  

And she lifted me up.  

I couldn’t believe how easily she hoisted me up, as if I weighed nothing.  

“Oh my, how adorable—our Team Leader Han.”  

The Vice President held me like an aunt doting on her niece, spinning me around.  

My face turned bright red at her actions.  

“Vice President, please, have some dignity…!”  

I felt dizzy.  

It was so humiliating and unfair.  

At that moment, only one person’s face flashed through my mind.  

The woman who made me like this.  

Han Si-ho.  

You’ll see…  

I won’t let you get away with this.  

It took me an hour to escape the Vice President’s airplane ride.  

If only it had ended there, but I was forced to wear children’s clothes too.  

A tennis skirt connected with suspenders, of all things.  

I’ve never worn anything like this, not even when I was a kid.  

Where she got it from, she even brought a strange teddy bear.  

And she forcibly slipped it into my clasped hands.  

“Listen carefully—this belongs to the chairman’s granddaughter.”  

At her words, I hurriedly cradled the teddy bear gently in my arms.  

Satisfied, the second-in-command of the organization smiled a motherly smile.  

“I’m holding it just because it’s the granddaughter’s. Dropping it would be troublesome…”  

“Alright, alright. Now, tilt your head a bit more, a bit sassier.”  

“L-like this…?”  

It feels like I’m back in my modeling days.  

Instinctively, I tilted my head slightly.  

“Wow—your eyes are the same even when you’re young. You look like a feisty daughter from a wealthy family.”  

The Vice President’s green eyes sparkled.  

Unlike her usual idle demeanor during work hours, she put her utmost effort into the shoot.  

I only managed to escape her grasp after lunch.  

Judging it impossible to continue working, the Vice President granted me a sick day.  

Thanks to that, I got to take the day off and rest.  

Might as well.  

I’m heading to Moment right now.  

I was walking toward the car when I stopped in my tracks.  

Ah, damn it.  

“Sang-moon… could you drive for me…”  

I tugged at Sang-moon’s shirt.  

The burly man quickly covered his mouth with his hand.  

Even the subordinates standing behind him turned their heads away.  

The more they acted like this, the angrier I became toward Si-ho.  

Stressed, I mimicked smoking a cigarette out of habit.  

Sang-moon looked blankly at my ‘very angry’ face.  

He pulled out a lemon candy from his pocket and handed it to me.  

When even Sang-moon betrayed me, my brows twitched.  

At that, the man frantically shook his head.  

“I’m sorry, I just thought… sweet things are the best when you’re upset.”  

“Shut up and just drive.”  

I crossed my arms and closed my eyes.  

The black sedan left the headquarters building.  

It headed toward the familiar and well-known cocktail bar.  

As soon as the car stopped in the parking lot, I slammed the door open and got out.  

I stormed toward the bar entrance.  

“Hey!”  

Since it wasn’t open yet, only Si-ho and the chef were inside.  

The tiny bartender’s eyes widened when she saw me.  

“Uh… Executor?”  

She recognized me instantly—thanks for that, at least.  

But still.  

I confidently marched up to her and stopped in my tracks.  

Then, I froze at an unexpected sight.  

Si-ho, who always seemed adorable, looked strangely sultry when I looked up at her.  

Is this what it feels like when someone looks up at me…?  

“What’s going on? I woke up, and I’d turned into a kid!”  

“Uh… hold on a second…”  

The small bartender stared at me closely.  

Then, as if remembering something, she clapped her hands.  

“I must’ve made a mistake mixing the cocktail yesterday while drunk… The ability went haywire.”  

“It’s not permanent, is it…?”  

Si-ho scanned me from head to toe.  

Then, reassuring me, she waved her hands.  

“It’s fine; you’ll return to normal in a day.”  

“Phew… alright.”  

I jumped onto the cocktail bar stool.  

Barely managing to sit on it, the hem of my skirt stuck out awkwardly.  

Si-ho quickly came over and tucked the skirt back in for me.  

She smiled contentedly as she looked down at me.  

Her gaze felt oddly enticing.  

“You had a time like this too, Executor.”  

“S-shut up and just get me a drink…”  

“A drink? You’re in your growth phase; drinking is bad for you…”  

Si-ho muttered mischievously, her hands clasped behind her back.  

The sight made my eye twitch uncontrollably.  

“You’re seriously asking for it…”  

“Alright, alright.”  

The small bartender’s teardrop beauty mark twitched.  

Soon, she returned to the table to prepare the drink.  

I quietly watched her work.  

Every time, her bartending was enjoyable to watch.  

Though I usually found her childishly cute, at this moment, she seemed quite impressive.  

The bartender’s hands moved gracefully.  

She gently placed a glass on the table.  

A clear glass filled with ice.  

Half an ounce of red grenadine syrup (15ml) poured over it.  

Then, a can of cool ginger ale.  

Finally, a sweet cherry floated on top…  

  

Rating: ★★★★  

Effect: Restores 30% stamina, increases composure by 5.  

Info: A cocktail named after a famous child actress from America. Since she was underage and couldn’t drink alcohol, a bartender made this for her instead.  

“Young lady, here’s your cocktail.”  

Si-ho narrowed her eyes and smiled faintly.  

Today, her face seemed especially mature.  

I cleared my throat, trying to deny the thought.  

I slowly accepted the glass.  

What’s this?  

A cocktail I’d never seen before.  

I cautiously brought the red drink, similar to my eyes, to my lips.  

I sipped it and slowly savored the taste.  

“How is it, young lady?”  

Si-ho rested her chin on her hand and asked.  

But my expression didn’t improve after tasting it.  

“This is just fruit-flavored soda! Are you messing with me?”  

I slammed the glass onto the counter.  

The empty glass echoed a crisp sound.  

“Well, I was just worried about you…”  

This is what happens when I go easy on her; she starts climbing all over me.  

Did she forget who her boss is?  

I placed my hands on my hips.  

I looked up at Si-ho and commanded her.  

“Your lips.”  

I assumed she’d come closer and closed my eyes.  

But no matter how long I waited, her soft lips didn’t touch me.  

Instead, Si-ho stepped out from behind the counter and sat beside me.  

Her face looked uncomfortable, as if she felt guilty.  

“Not like that, in your current state…”  

When she sat, her thighs stretched tightly against her pants.  

I stared at them blankly.  

“Fine, if that’s how you want to play it.”  

I stood up.  

And without hesitation, I boldly sat on Si-ho’s lap.  

Startled by my sudden action, Si-ho looked flustered.  

But soon, she chuckled softly and wrapped her arms around my waist.  

“Alright, again.”  

I pointed a finger and gestured to my lips.  

Si-ho hesitated briefly, her lips pursed.  

Then, she gently kissed my plump cheek.  

“Please be satisfied with this for today, young lady.”  

The bartender’s dark eyes sparkled.  

I stared blankly at their shine.  

My heart beat strangely fast.  

To hide the sound, I bowed my head.  

I simply leaned into her thighs.  

They felt as comfortable as a mother’s embrace.  

Her soft chest touched my back.  

Immersed in the sensation, I mumbled to myself.  

“Well, this feeling isn’t so bad either.”  

I wondered if Si-ho felt the same when I held her.  

If she did…  

I want her to feel this way forever.  

For a long time, at least.  

“Can I get up now? I have work to do.”  

“No. You’re staying like this forever.”  

I firmly replied, lifting my chin proudly.  

The faint scent of Si-ho’s shampoo gently drifted to my face.  

I closed my eyes and deeply inhaled the fragrance.  


  
    Chapter 91 Hypnos 1

    “Unnie, there wasn’t any trouble at the bar today, right? I’ll definitely come tomorrow.”

I rubbed my phone screen with my thumb.

Today, Misha went to meet Assemblywoman Park and would return late.

In other words, after work, the only people remaining at the lab were the four rankers of Counters.

04, 06, 08, 09.

If I could deal with just them, I could escape this place with my sister.

After escaping, we’d go far away.

As the moment for the grand plan approached, my hands trembled uncontrollably.

To suppress it, I clasped my hands together and prayed.

After finishing my prayer to an unknown deity…

I simply prepared some glasses.

With a devout heart, as usual, I began bartending.

Golden liqueur, Galliano, 1 ounce.

Triple sec with a strong orange aroma, 1 ounce.

Freshly squeezed fragrant orange juice, 1 ounce.

And 10 milliliters of smooth cream were added to a shaker with ice.

Then, I shook it for ten seconds.

After straining the ice, I poured it into a chilled glass…



Rating: ★★★★★ (Legendary)

Effect: Puts the target into a sleep state for 30 minutes. After waking, all stats increase by 30 for one hour.

Information: A cocktail known for its sweet and smooth taste. Its creamy orange color is eye-catching. It’s so comforting that people drink it before bed.

At a glance, it appeared to be a very beautiful and delicious cocktail.

Even its effects were flawless.

But the key point here was the long 30 minutes of “sleep.”

While they were asleep after drinking this, I would escape with my sister.

I wanted to extend the sleep duration somehow, but with my abilities specialized in buffs, it was impossible.

I should’ve studied debuffs earlier…

So, I prepared a separate poison to add.

A small glass bottle I had carefully kept in my pocket.



Rating: ★★★☆ (Curse)

Effect: Causes the target to fall into a state of mental confusion for 10 minutes.

Information: A drink that drove many artists to their deaths. Also called the Green Fairy. A customized version created by Si-ho, it can cause fatal defects in the body with frequent use.

The Green Fairy.

I had always added small amounts of it to the cocktails I served them.

Thanks to that, their bodies were now saturated with absinthe.

No matter how high their resistance, they would eventually succumb to sleep.

I swallowed hard.

Then, I carefully dripped the green liquid from the glass bottle into the Golden Dream.

The golden drink gradually began to turn a greenish hue.

Like a thick poison...



Rating: ☆☆☆☆☆ (Artifact)

Effect: Puts the target into a deep sleep for 30 minutes. After waking, it permanently reduces composure and judgment by 70.

Information: A masterpiece named after the Greek god of sleep. It’s closer to poison than a cocktail. Created with the deep resentment and hatred of a human.

“It’s done…”

Having completed the drink, I cautiously surveyed my surroundings.

No signs of life were heard from the lounge bar.

Only soft classical music flowed in the background.

I carefully transferred the four completed cocktails onto a tray.

Then, with steady steps, I headed toward the rankers’ quarters.

On the way, the eel in Lab 1 stared at me intently.

Every time I passed this place, I always ignored him.

The boy’s staring eyes were deeply unsettling.

But this time was different.

I turned my head and stared straight back at him.

Electric currents flickered in his blue eyes.

I brought a finger to my lips, signaling him to stay quiet.

The door to Lab 2 was open as usual.

And from Room 6, music played, as always.

I knocked naturally on his door.

Soon, he shouted that it was open and I could come in.

“Oh, the bartender’s here?”

The bald man greeted me while lifting a dumbbell.

I politely bowed my head to him.

Then, I placed one glass of Hypnos on the treadmill.

“I’ll leave it here for you.”

“Alright, thanks.”

06 was so focused on his workout that he didn’t even notice the changed color of the cocktail.

To him, my potion was just another protein shake.

He’d probably down it in one go after exercising, not even tasting it.

I casually left his gym.

Next was Room 04.

04, who had been lying on a gaming chair, jumped up at the sound of me entering.

Having gotten close to her, I had earned the “special privilege” to enter her room without knocking.

The girl was shaking one leg noisily while watching YouTube.

It was probably a gaming strategy channel.

“Why are you so late? I’ve been waiting—”

She eagerly stood up and took the glass from me.

I always added a concentration buff to 04’s potion.

She had been looking forward to this moment every day before starting her ranked matches.

“Sorry—today, I’ve prepared a ‘special’ version with double the effect, so enjoy it to your heart’s content.”

“Really? No wonder the color looks greener than usual. It’s like a monster.”

She showed no suspicion about the changed color.

After a month of benefiting from the buffs, it was natural.

I had meticulously prepared to dispel their doubts.

That’s how alcohol works.

When consumed moderately, it’s enjoyable and not harmful.

But with continued consumption over a long time, it gradually destroys you without you realizing it.

And today was the day.

04 hurriedly drank my potion and settled into a massage chair-like gaming device.

She put on VR goggles and started her game right away.

“Well then, I’ll be off.”

“Alright—get home safe.”

With one hand on the gaming device, 04 waved to me.

Enjoy yourself to the fullest, kid.

Carrying the remaining two glasses of Hypnos, I left the room.

Next was 08.

I lightly knocked on his door.

“Come in.”

The voice of a boy who had just hit puberty greeted me.

I responded by leisurely opening the door and entering his room.

08 sat at his desk, reading a book as if he had planned it.

Unlike usual, he was wearing glasses, and upon seeing me, he cleared his throat and blushed.

“Thanks as always.”

“No need to thank me.”

I smiled softly and bowed my head.

My grown hair lightly brushed against his cheek.

“Oh, sorry.”

I gently tucked my loose hair to the side.

Then, I shyly placed the glass on his desk.

“Well, um…”

The boy didn’t seem interested in the potion at all.

His gaze was fixed solely on me.

“Do you… have time this weekend?”

“Weekend?”  

“Yeah, my debut match as a ranker will be held by the Association.”  

I clasped my hands behind my back and glanced away teasingly.  

“If you don’t want to, never mind. I was just thinking of grabbing a potion before the match. No other reason.”  

“If you drink all of this, I’ll think about it—.”  

At my gentle words, the boy flinched.  

He quickly picked up the Hypnos and sipped at it.  

“I finished it.”  

He held out the empty glass to me and spoke.  

I smirked slightly as I looked at 08.  

“Well done—.”  

“Now you’ll come with me, right?”  

“Hmm— I don’t know. I only said I’d think about it, not that I’d go with you.”  

“Make sure to come. It’ll be worth watching.”  

The boy muttered in a low voice.  

I turned my head and smiled faintly in response.  

As I was about to leave the room, I spotted a book wedged between 08’s blankets.  

The title on the cover read Discovery of Love.  

I stared at it coldly.  

Then, without looking back, I left the room.  

With a look as though I had seen something disgusting.  

The smile I had shown him earlier was long gone.  

Now, all that’s left…  

Is the culprit behind all of this.  

I headed toward 09’s room.  

Her room was filled with loud noises from the entrance.  

A woman’s scream pierced my ears.  

Was she watching a horror movie or something?  

Since it was obvious she wouldn’t hear me knock, I boldly opened the door.  

Inside, 09, who was lying on her bed, glanced at me briefly.  

The source of the loud noise was the phone in her hand.  

On 09’s phone, a brutal broadcast showed a ranker hunting low-tier hunters.  

The moment I saw it, the mole beneath my eye twitched.  

“Oh, it’s you. Just leave it here.”  

The sound of a knife stabbing meat rang vividly.  

That gruesome noise poked at my side.  

I took a deep breath to hide the pain.  

“Well… 09.”  

“What.”  

“You need to drink it now so I can wash the glass and leave for the day…”  

I murmured while pressing against my side.  

Meanwhile, the broadcast filled the room with the desperate screams of a female hunter begging for her life.  

What’s worse…  

The voice sounded similar to my sister Ji-soo’s.  

Maybe that’s why.  

I felt like I was losing my mind.  

I wanted to smash this glass against her head right then and there.  

But I somehow suppressed that urge.  

Get a grip.  

How far have I come just to lose it now...  

“Oh, is that so.”  

09 lazily set her phone down.  

Now the gruesome scene of hunters being slaughtered by the ranker was clearly visible.  

The red-eyed woman didn’t take her gaze off the broadcast as she accepted the Hypnos.  

She sipped at the glass as casually as if it were coffee.  

I stared intently at her lips.  

Then, when I met 09’s eyes, fear gripped me.  

The ranker frowned slightly, her expression showing clear annoyance.  

“Tastes a bit greasy today, doesn’t it?”  

“Oh… it’s the cream. But it’s good for you.”  

I replied with a bright smile.  

09 tilted her head slightly and handed me the empty glass.  

“Well, if you say so…”  

Avoiding her gaze, I glanced back at her phone.  

The female hunter who had been screaming earlier now lay cold and still on the ground.  

The broadcaster rummaged through her clothes.  

Waving the money he found in her pocket, he started shouting excitedly.  

“Wow, guys! Look at this loot! Today’s haul is fantastic!”  

“Lucky bastard.”  

09 chuckled as she watched the broadcaster.  

She looked at me and asked.  

“Do you watch this guy too?”  

“No…”  

“It’s fun. I’ve learned a lot from watching him—.”  

09’s sinister face broke into a grin.  

Unlike with 08, I felt as though she was hiding nothing from me.  

“I see…”  

Holding the glass, I slowly stepped back.  

Then I stumbled while grabbing the doorknob.  

“Are you sick or something? What’s wrong?”  

“Oh, no… I must be tired since it’s the end of the day.”  

“Weakling. Just leave already.”  

I bowed politely and hurriedly left her room.  

I leaned against the glass wall in the hallway of Lab 1.  

“Haa…”  

My heart was pounding uncontrollably.  

The moment I saw 09’s eerie smile, I almost screamed.  

Suppressing that impulse had been excruciating.  

Calm down…  

Now it’s just 30 minutes.  

I’ll wait until they all fall asleep after drinking the Hypnos.  

And then, my revenge will begin.  

I looked up while catching my breath.  

Beyond the glass wall, I saw a man gradually crystallizing.  

He was soundly asleep in his chair, intoxicated by sleeping gas.  

Soon, the rankers of Counters would end up just like him.  


  
    Chapter 92 Hypnos 2

    Lab 1.  

I stared intently at the man encased in crystal.  

In my hand was a Black Russian potion.  

It was a top-tier potion, much more enhanced than the one I had made in the past.  

  
Grade: ★★★★☆ (Elixir)  
Effect: Doubles strength for 30 minutes. Reduces composure by 5.  

Information: A high-grade Black Russian Potion made by Si-ho. The increase in strength varies depending on who consumes it.  

Although my strength was at a pitiful level, making the doubling effect limited, the potion's main feature was that it barely caused intoxication.  

Its alcohol content had been reduced to the extreme.  

Perhaps equivalent to a single shot of soju.  

I solemnly accepted the potion as if it were a ceremonial drink taken before an important mission.  

Then, I stared intently at the man encased in crystal.  

While sipping the potion, I felt a piercing gaze and turned my head.  

It was Eel Boy.  

The boy, who usually lived like a recluse, seemed unusually interested in me today.  

He gazed at me with serious eyes, as if he had figured out my plan.  

I slowly approached Eel Boy.  

His palm pressed firmly against the glass.  

"Is there something you want to say?"  

The sight of him rotting away behind this cold glass wall saddened me.  

Knowing the reality of the rankers, his situation seemed less like protection and more like imprisonment.  

He could be used as an experimental subject at any moment.  

Like a fish in an aquarium waiting to be served.  

I pressed my face against the glass.  

Then, I opened my mouth near his face.  

"---."  

A hot breath fogged up the glass.  

I used my finger to write four characters on the fogged-up surface.  

Eel Boy's eyes subtly trembled as he read them.  

I wondered if he understood what I was trying to say.  

I checked my phone.  

Ten minutes had passed since the rankers consumed Hypnos.  

By now, the drug would have taken effect.  

I took a deep breath inwardly.  

Then, with a clenched expression, I flung open the door to Lab 2.  

The once noisy hallway of Lab 2 was eerily quiet.  

To be sure, I decided to check their condition.  

Room 09.  

When I opened the door, her phone lay coldly on the floor.  

09 was sleeping silently, like a hunter murdered on a broadcast.  

I approached her bed and waved a hand over her face.  

But the ranker showed no sign of movement.  

Finally, I could let out a sigh of relief.  

I immediately left the unsettling room and headed to Room 08.  

Sure enough.  

08 had collapsed onto the desk, asleep like a corpse.  

From the impact of his head hitting the desk, his glasses were grotesquely bent.  

I wished he would lose his sight altogether.  

With that thought, I hurried to Room 6.  

The sound of a treadmill echoed loudly.  

A bald man had fallen off the treadmill while running and lay still on the gym floor.  

He slept soundly where he had fallen.  

Lastly, Room 04.  

As I reached the girl's room, I momentarily flinched.  

Unlike the silent other rooms, her room still echoed with the loud sound of a game.  

I swallowed hard and cautiously opened the door.  

"04...?"  

I murmured in a trembling voice.  

But no response came from the game console.  

I slowly approached her.  

Then I clutched my chest and let out a deep breath.  

The source of the noise was 04's keyboard, which she had collapsed onto while asleep.  

Her head pressed multiple keys simultaneously.  

Because of this, the character in the game was madly running toward a wall.  

Soon, the character was attacked by a nearby monster and ultimately died.  

Finally, the room fell silent.  

Thank goodness.  

To be honest, the most important person here was 04.  

Among the rankers, she was the lightest, making her the only one I could physically carry.  

I slipped my hands under her armpits and dragged her out of the machine.  

Thanks to the strength enhanced by the Black Russian, I managed to pull her to the entrance of Lab 3.  

I lifted her arm and placed her hand on the fingerprint scanner.  

As her thumb made contact, a clear sound effect rang from the entrance of Lab 3.  

At last, the long-awaited lab revealed itself.  

I carelessly dropped 04's arm.  

Despite being dragged from afar, she showed no sign of waking up.  

That’s how precise my cocktail was.  

Before entering the lab, I glanced back at the girl.  

Truthfully, she wasn’t the main culprit behind the deaths of me and my comrades.  

But she had condoned this unethical facility, making her an accomplice.  

I wouldn't waver over a misguided attachment formed through games.  

I only moved forward.  

Toward my noona.  

I passed countless glass chambers.  

The people within seemed to glare at me.  

Suppressing the creeping fear, I arrived at a crimson glass chamber.  

Inside, a woman floated in liquid, wearing a lab coat.  

She remained in perfect condition, neither aging nor decaying.  

With her eyes closed, she was in a deep sleep.  

"Just wait a little longer..."  

I tore my gaze away from the glass chamber.  

Panting heavily, I made my way to the central control room.  

Entering, the word "password" greeted me on the central computer.  

I had to solve it.  

I had only heard it once, but I remembered.  

The drunken conversation between the doctor and Misha at the lounge bar.  

「Deputy Director, I told you not to write the password on a memo.」  

「Sorry, Doctor. But someone as busy as me needs to jot it down to remember.」  

「What if someone hacks the computer?」  

「Oh, who would bother coming down to the 10th basement to access it?」  
「Besides, saving the password ‘analog’ is much safer from hacking.」  

"Post-it..."  

I frantically scanned the massive monitors, searching for a Post-it note.  

But no yellow memo could be found anywhere.  

"Damn it... where did they stick it?"  

Had the doctor removed it?  

If so, where could it have gone?  

My desperate gaze landed on the trash can.  

Realizing something, I immediately overturned the trash can.  

Crumpled papers spilled out.  

I frantically rummaged through them.  

And finally...  

I found a crumpled yellow Post-it.  

On it, someone had scribbled in pen.  

「pswd: misha8282」  

What a lazy password.  

Very much like Misha.  

I quickly placed my hands on the wide keyboard.  

Then I entered the numbers written on the memo.  

Finally...  

The computer screen came to life, revealing various programs.  

Faced with a screen I’d never seen before, I was momentarily breathless.  

But I managed to find the access system among the English programs.  

At last, I came across a red button labeled "Isolation" and a green one labeled "Release."  

My hand holding the mouse trembled violently.  

I clicked the green "Release" button.  

Then, from a speaker suspended in Lab 3, a woman’s voice began to echo.  

 「Release.」

 「Release.」

Luckily, it was the system voice.  

Through the control room glass, I stared intently at the crimson glass chamber holding my noona.  

It’s real...  

The liquid is slowly draining out!  

Realizing the button worked, I turned back to the computer screen.  

The release button allowed me to set a scheduled time.  

Once the rankers wake up, they’ll undoubtedly pursue us.  

To prevent that, I’ll turn this place into chaos.  

I clicked the button for Lab 1.  

Then, I set the release time to exactly 20 minutes later.  

It’s done.  

I threw the mouse aside.  

Rising roughly enough to spin the chair, I dashed toward the glass chamber.  

The liquid had drained halfway.  

Soon, the once-red hue of my noona’s skin began to regain its vitality.  

The liquid had now drained down to her calves.  

Unable to wait any longer, I forcefully opened the glass chamber.  

Thanks to the potion, my strength had increased.  

As I violently opened the chamber, the crimson liquid spilled out, soaking my shoes.  

Ignoring it, I began disconnecting the hoses attached to her body.  

Finally, I removed the oxygen mask, and her smooth lips regained their color.  

“noona...”  

I cradled her face in my hands.  

Then, pressing lightly, I whispered.  

“Wake up... It’s me...”  

I gently pulled her unconscious body onto my lap.  

Then, I cautiously embraced her.  

“It’s Do-hyun...”  

My long hair spilled onto her face.  

Tears began streaming down my cheeks.  

Those tears trickled down, wetting her face.  

A faint white glow shimmered in the droplets.  

I reached out and wiped away the tears.  

At that moment, the radiant light of Angelic Hand emanated from my fingertips.  

Stronger than ever before.  

The dark and dreary Lab 3 began to lose its shadows due to my light.  

The intense light enveloped her body.  

Gradually, the glow was absorbed into her.  

Before long, the lab returned to darkness.  

Her firmly shut eyelids began to tremble.  

It was a fleeting moment.  

“noona!”  

My raised voice coincided with Ji-soo’s eyes slowly opening.  

At last, her golden irises, which I had longed to see, awakened.  

“...”  

I missed them so much.  

Those golden eyes.  

She wore a languid expression, as though she had been in a deep sleep.  

Then, she gazed intently at the woman looking down at her.  

“Who... are you?”  

I couldn’t bring myself to answer her question.  

I was sure I had the name Do-hyun.  

But for some reason, those two syllables were caught in my throat, refusing to come out.  

I could only shake my head.  

As I shook my head, hot tears fell.  

“That doesn’t matter.”  

Her gaze at me wasn’t as warm as before.  

It was cold, like she was staring at a stranger for the first time.  

But I didn’t care about that icy gaze.  

“We need to get out of here first.”  

Escaping this hellish place was the priority.  

I supported her as she woke.  

Then, I led her toward the emergency elevator hidden in the control room.  

“Where... is this place?”  

Her golden eyes wandered around the lab, as though searching for someone.  

“Excuse me...”  

Ji-soo looked at me with a desperate expression.  

She asked in a trembling voice.  

“Was there... anyone else where I collapsed?”  

“Someone else...?”  

My tear-streaked face twitched.  

I blankly repeated her words.  

“Yes... Someone a bit taller and thinner than me... He can use healing skills.”  

“Why are you looking for him?”  

“...”  

Ji-soo’s eyes trembled faintly.  

Tears welled up in her golden irises, shimmering delicately.  

“I said something I shouldn’t have to him...”  

We were in front of the emergency escape elevator.  

I stood still, looking at her with a desolate expression.  

“With your life on the line, does that even matter?”  

“Yes... It’s very important to me. Is he alive?”  

“...”  

“Why aren’t you answering? Please, tell me!”  

Dark circles formed under my eyes.  

From all the hardships, my lips had turned a pale purple.  

I turned my head away, ignoring her words.  

Then, with a stoic expression, I pressed the call button.  

“This is the lair of the people who killed you.”  

The elevator arrived.  

The only escape route from this place finally opened.  

“Save your life first.”  

To suppress my sobbing, I hung my head low.  

Was it the lump in my throat?  

In a small voice, I mumbled.  

“Afterward... I’ll explain everything.”  


  
    Chapter 93 Hypnos 3

    I got on the elevator.  

I gestured to the hesitant noona.  

But she hesitated to step into the elevator with me.  

“Don’t worry. I’m on your side.”  

I reassured her in a slightly tired voice.  

Noona bit her lip at the words "on your side."  

Then she reluctantly stepped into the elevator.  

As the elevator doors closed, I immediately pressed the button for the first floor.  

It was a high-speed elevator, so it took some time to start moving.  

In the meantime, classical music flowed from the speakers.  

But I couldn’t enjoy the melody.  

My mind was overflowing with countless thoughts.  

And beside me stood someone I had longed to see my entire life.  

I glanced at her.  

Noona’s body had weakened from being confined in a glass tube for so long.  

Her once firm, muscular body had become thin, and her skin was pale.  

But her senses seemed intact, as she followed my gaze and raised her head.  

I pulled a potion out of the inner pocket of my jacket.  

Then I placed it in her hand.  

“What is this...?”  

Noona cautiously asked as she looked at the glass bottle filled with black liquid.  

“It’s a potion. Drink it now.”  

Ji-soo glanced at me, studying my expression.  

Then, as if sensing my sincerity, she slowly sipped the suspicious black liquid.  

Still so trusting of people.  

How could she know I hadn’t added anything to it...  

Of course, it’s just a plain Black Russian.  

Besides, with her strength stats being higher than mine, the effects would be even better for her.  

The elevator started to move.  

Finally, was this our escape?  

The elevator rose slowly, as if preparing to take off.  

But...  

Soon, the machine stopped moving as if someone had taken control of it.  

Even...  

The peaceful classical music that had been playing began to crackle with strange noise.  

Not long after, the music completely stopped.  

「---.」  

From the stopped speaker, low-quality static began to emerge.  

It sounded like a radio transmission.  

And then, I heard a voice I never wanted to hear again.  

The voice of the lab’s second-in-command.  

「Noona.」  

My heart sank as if caught stealing.  

I looked up at the speaker with a pale face.  

「What are you doing right now?」  

I couldn’t answer the question.  

I just clenched my teeth to stop my trembling lips.  

How did Misha find out about this situation?  

Had she been monitoring the lab even from outside?  

「Where are you taking that test subject? Are you two acquainted?」  

Even through the speaker, I could feel the madness in Misha’s voice.  

She seemed more interested in the relationship between Noona and me than in the fact that I had drugged her colleagues.  

Noona also looked at me intently, following Misha’s question.  

“You don’t need to know.”  

I said coldly into the air.  

The speaker fell silent for a moment.  

「Why are you suddenly treating me like this? What did I do wrong to you?」  

You’ve done a lot wrong.  

Perhaps your very existence is a mistake.  

「I’ll come over there. Let’s talk when I arrive. Until then, wait in the elevator.」  

The speaker went silent.  

Classical music began to play from the speakers again.  

As if nothing had happened.  

Thanks to that, I was able to quickly regain my composure.  

All the facilities here followed her commands.  

There was no more time to stand around foolishly.  

I had to get out before the other exits were closed.  

The emergency stairs in the main lobby.  

That was now the only way out.  

I pressed the elevator's open button.  

But it didn’t respond at all, likely blocked by Misha.  

I even tried to force the elevator doors open.  

But my thin fingers didn’t stand a chance.  

I needed someone stronger than me.  

“Please help me.”  

“How...?”  

Noona looked at me with a bewildered expression.  

I pointed to the empty potion bottle in her hand.  

“The potion you just drank should have restored some of your strength.”  

Ji-soo looked down at her hands.  

Outwardly, she still looked emaciated, just like when she was confined in the glass tube.  

“Clench your fist and think about making the blood in your body run hot.”  

Ji-soo frowned at my detailed advice.  

With no other way to escape this place, she clenched her fist tightly as I instructed.  

Then.  

A red energy began to flow through her hand.  

Finally, flames flared up and wrapped around her arm.  

“You knew about my ability?”  

Ji-soo looked at me with a startled expression.  

I didn’t answer her question.  

Instead.  

I made a request like an NPC.  

“Now swing it.”  

“...”  

Noona ran toward the door, flames trailing, and threw a punch.  

Just like in the old days when we ventured together.  

“---!”  

The solid steel door crumpled like a piece of paper.  

The control room was revealed once again.  

Loud emergency sirens were blaring everywhere.  

It must be the alarm Misha triggered.  

The sound urged us to escape from here quickly.  

Responding to the warning, I grabbed her hand.  

Leading the way, I spoke to her.  

“Follow me!”  

We ran past countless glass tubes.  

Soon, the entrance to Lab 2 came into view.  

The moment I saw the scene there, I stopped in my tracks.  

Frozen, Noona asked me.  

“Why did you suddenly stop?”  

“Can’t you see...”  

I muttered with trembling lips.  

“See what?”  

I pointed toward the exit with a shaking finger.  

04, who should have been lying in front of the entrance, was nowhere to be seen.  

My heart pounded violently.  

It couldn’t be... The effect shouldn’t wear off for at least another five minutes...  

Clutching my chest, I cautiously approached the entrance.  

The moment I looked down the hallway of Lab 2, my body froze entirely.  

All the rankers were gathered in front of Lab 1, where we had to pass.  

04, 06, 08, 09, all of them.  

They were panting heavily, glaring at me as if they wanted to kill me.  

How on earth...  

“Bartender... What’s going on here?”  

The rankers spoke one after another.  

They looked extremely exhausted and seemed to lack strength, as if they weren’t normal.  

“What did you make us drink...”  

09’s blood-red eyes glinted sharply.  

She approached me slowly, holding a dagger.  

A dagger...  

Perhaps it was because of the memory of her brutally stabbing me.  

My entire body trembled.  

I was going to die.  

Just like back then, I was definitely going to die!  

Instinctively, I took a step back.  

Then, as if signaling the start of a fight, the speaker hanging from the lab ceiling stirred.  

「Hey guys, it’s me. Misha.」  

All the rankers immediately froze at the sound of the speaker.  

Thanks to that, I managed to widen the distance between us again.  

「It seems like there’s a problem with the potion you all drank today.」  

“What?”  

06 and 09 were the most furious.  

They glared at me with eyes full of rage.  

「You all drank the potion and fell asleep simultaneously.」  

04 and 08, who had trusted me the most, looked shocked.  

The boy and girl stared at me with eyes full of betrayal.  

「It seems like a fox snuck into the lab while everyone was asleep.」  

The rankers all focused on me.  

As if I were an intruding beast in their home.  

「It looks like the fox is trying to steal our ‘prey.’」  

The word “prey” made the area under my eyes twitch uncontrollably.  

I turned my stiff neck toward the noona referred to as “prey.”  

Ji-soo was catching her breath and trying to calm down.  

Used for prey... Noona?  

「Even though you’re struggling with a debuff, you still need to catch the intruder, right?」  

Misha’s characteristic lively voice filled the lab.  

Finally, she revealed her true colors.  

Despite their poor condition, the rankers began preparing to attack.  

They were geniuses at hunting humans.  

They would stop at nothing to catch me.  

It was undoubtedly a terrifying situation.  

But...  

Was it because noona was standing beside me?  

Or was it my anger toward Counters?  

Instead of panicking, my body grew very calm.  

I felt like I could make it out safely through the terrifying rankers.  

“Ji-soo.”  

“Yes.”  

Even though I called her name, she didn’t panic and responded to me.  

She was as composed as a genius hunter should be.  

“You can use your flame ability, right?”  

“Thanks to you.”  

I pulled out four small potions from my jacket pocket.  

Then I placed each of them between my fingers.  

  

Grade: ☆☆☆☆☆ (Artifact)  

Effect: Creates an eternal flame at the point of impact.  

Info: A Molotov cocktail made with Spiritus, the strongest liquor. Consuming it leads to death, so it’s recommended for throwing use only.  

“When I create the flames, use them to clear a path.”  

It was a vague instruction.  

But she would understand it well enough.  

This was the escape method we often used in the past whenever our raids failed.  

“Let’s go.”  

I skillfully flicked my fingers.  

Soon, small glass bottles flew toward the rankers.  

Due to the debuff from Hypnos, they staggered.  

Even though they were only small glass bottles, the rankers hurriedly dodged, fearing injury.  

Thanks to that, a wide gap opened in the center.  

Just as planned.  

“---!”  

The glass bottles shattered on the ground, and flames erupted.  

At that moment, I shouted to noona.  

“Now!”  

Ji-soo extended her hand toward the roaring flames.  

As she swung her hand like a conductor, the flames began to move little by little.  

Gradually, the flames parted to create a long passageway.  

It was like the miracle of Moses parting the sea.  

“Run now!”  

Together, we ran through the flames.  

Because of the intense fire, the rankers couldn’t get through to stop us.  

When we reached Lab 1, noona threw a punch as I had shown her.  

The door shattered powerlessly under her fist.  

But even as the exit opened, we couldn’t feel joy.  

09 had come out with a gravitational staff from her room.  

“Where do you think you’re running, you little rat...!”  

She slammed the staff into the ground, drawing the fierce flames toward it.  

Thanks to her action, the rankers regained their path and rushed toward me.  

However, they couldn’t reach me.  

Because a strong bolt of electricity struck between me and the rankers.  

“Eel Boy!”  

I had preset the opening of the Lab 1 glass wall.  

Thanks to that, the electric boy who had been trapped inside escaped.  

But instead of escaping right away, he waited for me.  

On the glass wall he had exited, the four letters I had written with my breath remained.  

‘I’ll save you.’  

“Prey like you dare to...!”  

This time, the muscular 06 charged.  

He pushed through the boy’s electricity and chased after us.  

The bald man lunged toward me, aiming to crush me with his body.  

But his body never touched me either.  

Because.  

Someone who had awoken from a long sleep intercepted him directly.  

If it were an ordinary human, their body would have been torn apart upon colliding with 06.  

However, no matter how strong and solid his muscles were, they could never surpass the hardness of crystal.  

The man, whose body was mostly turned to crystal, stood tall, absorbing 06’s massive frame.  

06’s shoulder trembled from the impact.  

The bald man gritted his teeth in frustration.  

“You piece of trash...”  

While he faced off against the crystal man, the electric boy released another current, blocking other rankers from approaching.  

“Thank you... all of you.”  

I muttered softly to the people of Lab 1.  

I never called them test subjects.  

They were not patients.  

They were just as human as anyone else, perfectly normal individuals.  

Eel Boy glanced at me intently.  

His previously eerie gaze no longer unsettled me.  

Instead, he smirked at me.  

As if to say thank you.  

The crystal man was no different.  

Misha had said he would rampage upon awakening, but she was wrong.  

He calmly joined the battle instead.  


  
    Chapter 94 Hypnos 4

    My noona and I headed for the emergency stairs.  

The stairs were very dark because they were rarely used.  

We climbed the stairs relying on the dim emergency lights.  

But after climbing about four floors, I began to pant heavily.  

Was it because I had pushed my already weak body too hard?  

My body was gradually breaking down.  

"Are you okay?"  

"Yes... I'm okay."  

I closed my eyes tightly and tried to steady my breathing.  

I barely managed to lift my head and looked at the emergency light.  

Basement level 6.  

There are still four more floors to climb...  

While staring at the number 6, my thoughts suddenly froze.  

Someone else's shadow, not ours, covered the number.  

At that moment, I instinctively remembered.  

The black shadow that choked my noona's body when she swung her sword in the past.  

"Watch out!"  

At my urgent cry, Ji-soo twisted her body quickly.  

A black hand narrowly missed her and retreated back into the wall.  

"You bastard..."  

Out of the deep darkness emerged 08.  

He no longer loved me.  

The feelings he once had for me had turned into hatred, manifesting in a resentful gaze.  

But even he had drunk Hypnos, as evidenced by the dark shadows under his eyes.  

He was clearly in the lab...  

How did he get here so quickly?  

The ranker didn’t give us any time to be surprised.  

Among those who felt the most betrayed, 08 swung his fist at me.  

However, his punch was slow and sloppy.  

The debuff from Hypnos had dulled his composure and judgment.  

My noona grabbed his rushing fist with her arm.  

Flames erupted intensely from her arm.  

"---!"  

Thanks to the light, the emergency stairwell became brightly lit.  

For the first time, my sister could clearly see the face of the enemy who had killed her.  

"So, it’s you...?"  

Ji-soo's voice was calm and cold.  

08, whose arm was held, stared at her in shock.  

"Yes, I remember."  

Flames flickered in my noona's bronze eyes.  

She had endured so much injustice.  

Hunted and killed for being weak.  

Forced to say hurtful things to someone she liked.  

The small dream she held in her heart had been trampled on.  

And now, the cause of all those events was right before her eyes.  

"People like you all deserve to die."  

Just standing nearby made my entire body feel hot.  

Her body glowed red with rage so intense I could hear the sound of her blood boiling.  

Ji-soo released 08's arm.  

Then, she spun her body toward the staggering boy.  

Her shin struck 08's side with great force.  

From the intense impact, a guttural groan escaped the ranker’s throat.  

The boy was slammed into the number 6 written on the stairs.  

He barely managed to stand up, clutching his side.  

"A mere experiment subject...!"  

But the boy, being a ranker, didn’t just take the hits.  

At his gesture, hidden black hands surged forward again.  

08 concentrated intensely, as if his nerves were on edge.  

The shadows he summoned merged into one, forming a massive hand like a giant's.  

Even the bright flames didn’t scare the black hand away.  

Instead, it lunged straight at my noona.  

When her fist collided with the hand, a loud noise erupted, and dust flew everywhere.  

The stairs collapsed, and she was buried down to basement level 7.  

"Noona!"  

I shouted loudly.  

But on the 7th floor, all I could see was the giant hand covering her—there was no response.  

"This isn’t the time to worry about your prey."  

08 glared at me, panting heavily.  

His dark pupils trembled.  

As Ji-soo’s flames disappeared, the hidden shadows swallowed the stairs once again.  

The emergency light also went out completely, and the world was engulfed in darkness.  

Eventually, 08 appeared behind me, traveling through the shadows.  

His cold hand grabbed my neck.  

"How dare you toy with me?"  

I hung in the air, suspended by his hand.  

With my feet off the ground, I had no choice but to struggle.  

"I can never forgive you."  

The grip on my neck grew stronger.  

I looked at 08 with a face that was on the verge of death.  

"..."  

I was undoubtedly on the brink of death.  

But strangely, I didn’t feel scared of 08 at all.  

Rather, I found him laughable.  

"What’s so funny? Do you think this is a joke?"  

The boy asked me with a face full of rage.  

In response, I smirked at him even more mockingly.  

"So, you guys can get angry too?"  

The boy frowned as if he couldn’t understand my question.  

"What do you mean by that...?"  

"When you kill people like they’re bugs, I thought you didn’t have any emotions."  

"You didn’t feel anything when you killed us. But now you’re angry over a mere ‘betrayal’?"  

Compared to Anna, all of you are just amateurs.  

I grabbed 08’s hand that was choking me.  

And I released a radiant light through my fingertips.  

Angelic Hand.  

The bright light began to spread to his hand.  

08’s eyes flashed at the sight of the light.  

He let go of me hurriedly, as if avoiding the light.  

But even after releasing me, the light didn’t disappear.  

Instead, it climbed further up his arm.  

Was it because the master was flustered?  

The black hands beneath us began to writhe like 08.  

Thanks to that, cracks appeared, and flames burst through them.  

Through the cracks, Ji-soo leaped out.  

She landed back on the same floor as us.  

Then, with a fist filled with flames, she swung at 08.  

The scorching heat rushed toward him.  

Hit squarely, 08 ended up smashed into the wall.  

"..."  

But even though he was defeated, I didn’t feel any joy or satisfaction.  

I just stared down at my hand.  

When my hand touched him earlier...  

Just transferring the light to him had been a fatal blow.  

If I’d had this courage back in the days when everyone was alive...  

Couldn’t my noona have defeated 09?  

"What are you doing?"  

While I was lost in foolish thoughts, her shout brought me back to reality.  

"We have to get out of here!"  

"You’re right... Let’s go quickly."  

Just then, the emergency light returned.  

We hurriedly climbed the stairs following its light.  

We passed the wall indicating the first floor.  

My noona pushed open the heavy emergency door with all her strength.  

The time spent underground had been only half a day.  

But the light aboveground felt as welcome as if decades had passed.  

"Where do we go now?"  

"We need to leave the resort and head down the mountain!"  

I pointed to the resort lobby with my finger.  

She turned her head to follow my gesture.  

But her face hardened again.  

Two silhouettes soon appeared at the exit I had indicated.  

They were women.  

And they were both faces I recognized.  

It would have been better if it were Anna and Executor.  

But those two didn’t even know I was here.  

Then...  

“Si-ho.”  

Assemblywoman Park walked leisurely, hands clasped behind her back.  

Beside her, Misha followed with a worried expression.  

“It’s strange. My subordinates should have stopped you…”  

“How did you escape with that insect?”  

Insect...?  

I suddenly recalled how they used to call me an F-grade insect.  

It made my brow twitch involuntarily.  

“How could someone from the Association... plot something like this?”  

I glared at her as if I might kill her at any moment.  

But the assemblywoman only smiled faintly, unfazed by my hostile gaze.  

“The Association? We’re just cooperating temporarily because our goals align.”  

She spoke as though she and the Association were entirely separate entities.  

“Actually, we belong to a different group. I was going to tell you once we fully recruited you—.”  

She shrugged her shoulders and avoided my gaze.  

Her braided hair swayed slightly.  

“Well—since you’ve caused this mess, I’ll have to use another method instead of recruiting you.”  

Assemblywoman Park opened her mouth.  

Her sharp teeth, dripping with saliva, revealed her true nature.  

“I’ll extract that ability from your body.”  

Extract my ability...?  

I glared at Assemblywoman Park with a look of disgust.  

“Judging by your expression, you understand. That’s right. From the beginning, I wasn’t interested in you, but in your ability.”  

The assemblywoman lightly placed a hand on Misha’s shoulder.  

Misha flinched at the touch.  

“I told her to keep an eye on you. Until your ability awakened.”  

Misha’s face grew sorrowful.  

Her clenched hands trembled visibly.  

“If you succeeded in awakening, I planned to kidnap you and turn you into an experiment. But…”  

Assemblywoman Park grabbed Misha’s chin.  

She forced her to look at me.  

“This girl fell completely for you before I could. She begged me not to kill you.”  

“Unnie… They said they’ll return your body as long as they take your ability. I’ll protect you safely for the rest of my life...”  

Misha raised the corners of her mouth, trying to reassure me.  

Her eyes were filled with genuine affection and concern for me.  

“Mother promised me. So… please surrender now…”  

03 seemed to fear Assemblywoman Park.  

Even weakened rankers were immensely strong, yet a fully capable Misha was this terrified.  

Misha stretched her arms into the air.  

When she pointed her palms downward, all the shutters on the first floor came down.  

In an instant, every exit was blocked.  

Only the intense sunlight streaming through the second-floor windows remained.  

I lifted my head to follow that light.  

As the first floor became entirely sealed, Assemblywoman Park approached me at a leisurely pace.  

The sound of her heels echoed clearly against the floor.  

“Take our hand now. If you hand over your ability willingly, I’ll spare your life.”  

“Not just your life. Under my protection, you’ll never have to worry about money for the rest of your life.”  

As she approached, I moved closer to my sister.  

In a low voice, I muttered,  

“Noona, we need to escape while they’re off guard.”  

Ji-soo nodded slowly, indicating she understood.  

“Take this.”  

I handed her a small potion tucked between my fingers.  

She skillfully took it and gripped it tightly.  

“When I give the signal, throw it toward the window. We’ll escape on the ice that forms.”  

I didn’t yet know the extent of Assemblywoman Park’s abilities.  

But if Misha was this frightened, she was undoubtedly powerful.  

We had to act with as few variables as possible.  

I would approach her while she was distracted and knock her out with Angelic Hand.  

She still believed I could only buff objects.  

I had to exploit that assumption.  

Leaving my plan behind, I walked toward Assemblywoman Park.  

Using my usual frightened voice, I muttered,  

“Is it true...? You’ll really let me live if you only take my ability?”  

“Of course.”  

The assemblywoman nodded at my words.  

She extended her hand toward me as if persuading a child.  

With each step, my heart pounded harder.  

I reached out my arm toward her extended hand.  

Now’s the time.  

Our palms touched.  

At that moment, I shouted loudly.  

“Run!”  

At my shout, Ji-soo immediately sprinted toward the second-floor window.  

Misha and the assemblywoman turned their heads toward her fleeing figure.  

My sister threw the blue potion she’d received from me with all her strength.  

The glass bottle shattered on the ground.  

  

Grade: ☆☆☆☆☆ (Artifact)  

Effect: Summons a massive ice crystal in the surrounding area.  

Details: The highest-level version of the Alaska cocktail. It freezes the entire area. It will take at least several dozen days for this massive ice to melt.  

With a sharp sound, large-scale ice flowers began to bloom.  

At the majestic sight, Misha and the assemblywoman’s mouths fell open.  

“As expected… a remarkable ability…”  

The assemblywoman muttered in awe.  

Her face looked ecstatic as if she had already obtained my ability.  

In the meantime, I channeled Angelic Hand through the hand I was holding.  

Just as I had when I knocked out 09.  

Then, like her, the assemblywoman froze all at once, her movements halting completely.  

It was as if she had stepped into another world.  

Yes, go ahead and relive some memories.  

Though I doubt you have any happy ones.  

The assemblywoman’s body staggered.  

She swayed and collapsed to her knees.  

Thanks to that, I was finally able to release her hand.  

Freed at last, I ran toward my sister with all my strength.  

“Hurry up!”  

I reached out my hand toward her outstretched arm.  

Our hands were just about to meet.  

Now, we could truly start over.  

We could embark on a journey together…  

That’s what I believed.  

That’s what I believed, but…  

Pain began to spread from the hand I had shaken with the assemblywoman.  

The pain soon turned into numbness.  

The numbness climbed up my arm and spread throughout my body.  

The fiery light in my eyes began to grow dim.  

And then I…  

Collapsed right before the sister I had longed to see so much.  

I looked at the palm that had touched the assemblywoman.  

A glowing red mark with an unknown meaning was etched there.  

I stared at it before losing consciousness.  


  
    Chapter 95 Hypnos 5

    “Si-ho!”  

Ji-soo shouted as she looked at the fallen bartender.  

She made a gesture as if she was about to step off the ice.  

But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  

Assemblywoman Park, whom Si-ho had knocked out, had woken up.  

Not only her, but the other rankers were also following down the stairs.  

All the rankers who were a big deal in Korea simply looked up at her experimental older sister.  

Ji-soo’s fist trembled, overwhelmed by their gaze.  

“Damn it…”  

She desperately tried to think of a way out.  

Then suddenly, her eyes fell on the note Si-ho had given her along with the potion.  

She quickly read the piece of paper.  

“If I get caught, run away immediately. And go to Moment in Sindorim.”  

Moment…  

For some reason, even though she had never been there, it felt so familiar.  

As if it were her hideout.  

But even so, how could she leave behind the woman who had saved her?  

Ji-soo’s amber eyes glanced down at the fallen Si-ho.  

Soon, the rankers of Counters gathered around her.  

Park Shin-ae, their leader, looked up at Ji-soo standing on the ice.  

She pointed firmly with her finger.  

“Capture her.”  

Following her command, 04 and 06 stepped forward.  

Under the overwhelming pursuit, Ji-soo had no choice but to turn away from Si-ho.  

Then she hurriedly escaped the resort.  

Thanks to Si-ho’s potion, Ji-soo was able to run faster.  

Meanwhile, 04 and 06 were slowed down by Hypnos.  

Thanks to that, Ji-soo managed to escape the mountain without closing the distance.  

The two rankers could only watch the retreating figure of the B-rank hunter in vain.  

They had no choice but to trudge back to the resort.  

Meanwhile, Misha and 09 were helping the unconscious Si-ho.  

Shin-ae watched the scene leisurely.  

“I’m sorry... we lost her.”  

04 and 06 hung their heads deeply in shame.  

But Shin-ae showed no anger at their appearance.  

Instead, she smiled and encouraged them.  

“It’s fine. Everyone is in bad shape right now, aren’t they?”  

“Yes... because of that damn brat’s drink...”  

06 glared at Si-ho with eyes full of hatred.  

The assemblywoman patted the man’s broad shoulder, telling him not to worry.  

“It’s okay. We can always replenish cheap prey like that.”  

“Besides... we’ve gained something much more valuable, haven’t we?”  

The assemblywoman gently grabbed Si-ho’s chin.  

She lightly lifted it and observed her face.  

“I’ll make the antidote after extracting her abilities. Just bear with it until then.”  

The rankers of Counters returned to the dark underground.  

Taking the little bartender with them.  

At the back of the group, Misha turned her head to look at the glass window Ji-soo had escaped through.  

She reached out toward it.  

Then, shutters from the second floor, which weren’t there before, came down.  

The shutters soon completely obscured the sky.  

“---.”  

My head hurts so much.  

I feel lethargic as if I’ve slept all day.  

I barely lifted my heavy eyelids.  

The first thing I saw was the backs of two women standing at a workbench.  

I know them.  

03 and 09.  

They were fiddling with flasks and transferring drugs into syringes.  

Sensing movement, the two rankers looked up.  

The door opened, and Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae entered the laboratory.  

She leisurely observed my condition with her hands behind her back.  

“Is the laboratory chair sturdy?”  

“Yes, it’s the same model we used in the facility.”  

09, who had always shown arrogance, politely maintained her manners in front of the assemblywoman.  

Seeing that, my entire body tensed up.  

“These things should always be bought with the highest quality. The Incheon lab was destroyed because of cheap materials.”  

“Yes...”  

Even that crazy woman is acting respectfully...  

I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth and met her eyes.  

The assemblywoman smiled brightly and asked how I was.  

“Oh my, Si-ho. You’re awake?”  

“...”  

I didn’t answer her.  

I simply kept my mouth shut and lowered my head.  

My eyes fell on my limbs, tightly secured to the chair.  

There was no way I could break free with my feeble strength.  

“It was a good plan. You almost succeeded.”  

She brushed away the hair sticking to my lips.  

The scent of her floral perfume tickled my nose.  

“But you didn’t know my ability. Just like I didn’t know about yours when I was caught.”  

The assemblywoman smiled faintly and placed her hand on her dress shirt.  

She began unbuttoning them one by one.  

Revealing a tattoo reading ‘01’ just below her collarbone.  

It glowed red as if it had just been branded.  

“My ability is subjugation.”  

She gently opened my palm.  

She softly stroked the mark that had somehow appeared on it.  

“Anyone who shakes hands with me and is weaker becomes part of my family.”  

Shin-ae tickled the mark engraved on my palm.  

The pain was excruciating, as if it were seared with a hot iron.  

“You’re now part of my family. The 10th one, to be exact!”  

01 patted my head.  

As if encouraging a child.  

“Oh, but if I take away your ability, Si-ho, you’ll just be an ordinary person. Then, you’d be too weak to be considered family...”  

She touched her lips as if in thought.  

Then, as if she had a great idea, she rubbed the mark on my palm.  

The mark that bound me vanished like dust.  

Instead, she turned around and approached me from behind.  

“My family members must all be strong. But since Si-ho is weak...”  

“Rather than family, a pet would be better.”  

Suddenly, pain radiated from the nape of my neck.  

She began writing something with her finger.  

Even her fingerprint brushing my skin was agonizing.  

Like being burned by fire.  

The pain was so intense that I couldn’t make a sound.  

Eventually, a number was engraved on the back of my neck.  

“10.”  

“You can’t escape from me anymore.”  

The assemblywoman wiped her finger after finishing the tattoo.  

She kissed my cheek and whispered softly.  

“No matter where you run, I’ll know your location.”  

The assemblywoman no longer used honorifics with me.  

As if I were family.  

“Of course, you won’t be able to run anyway.”  

Looking refreshed, she called for Misha.  

With a gentle voice, she asked her daughter for a favor.  

“Misha, then please handle the next step.”  

“Yes, Mother...”  

Misha muttered with a somber expression.  

Satisfied with the response, the assemblywoman leisurely left the laboratory.  

The sound of her heels gradually faded into the distance.  

Only after the sound had completely disappeared did Misha speak again.  

“Unnie... why did you do that?”  

The girl looked down at me with a bitter expression.  

Her hand, holding a syringe, trembled.  

“I was so good to you...”  

“You wouldn’t understand.”  

I glared at her with a haggard face.  

“After everything you’ve done to us, I could never forgive you!”  

My voice cracked endlessly.  

But I forced myself to shout as loud as I could.  

My saliva fell onto 09’s arm.  

She wiped it off in disgust and asked.  

“You’ve been saying weird things for a while now.”  

09 slowly approached me.  

She raised my left arm, which had once been part of my body.  

“Did we kill your family or something?”  

“Seems like it. Maybe there’s an event we don’t remember.”  

09 rolled up the sleeve of my left arm.  

The stitched seam connecting her body to my arm was revealed.  

“Let’s find out.”  

With that, the surroundings of the laboratory began to brighten.  

I opened my eyes wide at the unexpected miracle.  

A faint yet familiar light emanated from 09’s arm.  

And I knew that light all too well.  

“How...”  

“What, did you think only you could use Angelic Hand?”  

09 already knew the name of my ability.  

Her light gradually moved closer to my body.  

“You must’ve enjoyed peeking into other people’s memories, huh?”  

“Now it’s your turn to be read.”  

No...  

Don’t read it.  

Having all my memories exposed to the enemy...  

The thought of all my secrets being revealed filled me with dread.  

I thrashed wildly.  

But the chair that held Anna earlier didn’t budge an inch.  

I shook my head violently.  

But all it did was increase the pain from the tattoo on my neck; nothing changed.  

Soon, 09’s hand gripped my wrist.  

And at that moment.  

It was as if time had stopped—I couldn’t move at all.  

I tried to resist using Angelic Hand.  

But every time I did, pain radiated from the tattoo on my neck.  

The pain prevented me from using my ability.  

As a result, I ended up in a half-conscious state.  

I could hear the rankers marveling as they read my memories.  

The first to react was 09.  

She laughed in disbelief as she stared down at me.  

“You... were that bug in Sindorim back then? What are the odds...”  

As if it were hilarious, 09 burst into laughter.  

In contrast, Misha’s face remained pale.  

“Unnie... you were a man?”  

Misha’s eyes turned red.  

She looked down at me with pity.  

“My God... then, all those corpses they brought in must’ve been like you...”  

Misha soon glared at 09 as if she wanted to kill her.  

The woman with red eyes waved her hand in denial.  

“Hey, it was all Mother’s orders. We just followed them.”  

Misha shook her head at the unbelievable reality.  

I had been killed by her rankers, possessed another body, endured endless hardships, and eventually, met her...  

So much had happened.  

Only after 30 minutes did 09’s memory reading finally end.  

As a result, I could start to move slightly.  

I could even begin to speak.  

“This... makes it impossible not to resent us, huh?”  

09 smirked as she looked at me.  

She wrapped an arm around Misha’s shoulder and whispered.  

“Misha, if we leave someone like her alone, she’ll betray us again.”  

09 pulled out a dagger hidden in her coat.  

And she slowly aimed it at me.  

“Let’s extract her ability and kill her. No loose ends.”  

The red dagger drew closer to my neck.  

I pressed my body as close as possible to the chair to avoid it.  

“No... how could you kill someone as pitiful as Unnie!”  

Misha cried out tearfully.  

09 looked at her in disbelief.  

“Unnie? She’s just a stinking man on the inside!”  

Misha shook her head at the harsh reality.  

Then, she looked at me with a very calm expression.  

“Then, wouldn’t it be better to erase her memories of being a man?”  

At the end of her words, silence filled the laboratory.  

I instinctively asked her out of fear of her terrifying suggestion.  

“What... what did you just say?”  

“Unnie’s life so far has been nothing but painful memories, hasn’t it?”  

“You must’ve lived with resentment and anger toward us your entire life.”  

“Even Ji-soo, the person you saved, doesn’t remember you.”  

Misha opened a syringe.  

Then, she began filling it with a green liquid.  

That color felt strangely familiar.  

“Rather than living like this, it’d be better to forget everything.”  

She removed the syringe’s cap.  

To test it, she pressed lightly, and the liquid squirted out.  

“From now on, you’ll live happily as my pet fox.”  

“You’ve experienced it once before, so you’ll adapt even faster, won’t you?”  

Misha’s shadow drew closer.  

The nightmare from Chinatown suddenly resurfaced, enveloping me in terror.  

“No...”  

“This is the Hypnos you made. I’ll inject it directly into your neck.”  

“No...!!”  

I shook my head desperately.  

But the girl grabbed my neck firmly.  

Despite her appearance, her grip was frighteningly strong, and I choked.  

“Sleep well, Unnie.”  

A hot needle pierced my neck.  

And through that opening, the cold Hypnos flowed in.  

The liquid traveled through my neck and spread throughout my body.  

As the chill reached my head, I could no longer think.  

“Someone help me... please...”  

Just as I began losing my sanity.  

Two faces suddenly came to mind.  

“I don’t want to forget...”  

Anna and Executor.  

Their faces grew fainter and fainter.  


  
    Chapter 96 Hypnos 6

    “Ugh...”  

When I opened my eyes, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling.  

The light fixture in the center of the ceiling was wavering.  

Am I still tied up?  

I tried to move my limbs forcefully.  

Fortunately, my body was no longer bound to the chair.  

But... that didn’t mean I was free.  

With every movement, there was the clinking sound of metal.  

Following the sound, I lowered my head and saw a chain connected to my neck.  

“What is this...”  

A collar tightly fastened around my neck.  

That collar was connected by a chain to a ring embedded in the wall.  

I struggled desperately to remove it.  

But ever since Hypnos was injected into me, my mind was too foggy.  

My body felt as limp as when I had just possessed it in the past.  

I panted heavily and eventually had to kneel again.  

Footsteps could be heard from outside the room.  

When the door opened, Misha entered the room.  

In her hands was a tray with steaming stew and water.  

“Here, eat this.”  

The girl placed the tray right in front of me.  

I stared blankly at the stew.  

It was suspiciously green.  

Just like Hypnos.  

“How do I know what’s in this...”  

“I added Hypnos. Just like you did to us.”  

Misha told me plainly.  

In other words, eating that would gradually make me stupider.  

The effects of Hypnos include reduced calmness and judgment.  

And prolonged sleep.  

When calmness and judgment are nearly zero, the brain takes a critical hit.  

You’ll gradually lose the ability to think and only sleep.  

Knowing that, how could I willingly eat it?  

I turned my head sharply and curled up in the corner of the room.  

“It’s better for you to eat it willingly.”  

“Why would I?”  

“Otherwise...”  

Misha’s shadow loomed over me.  

She pulled out another syringe from her back pocket.  

“I’ll have no choice but to inject it directly again.”  

My body trembled at the sight of the sharp syringe.  

Every time I got injected, it felt like a page of my memory was erased with an eraser.  

I was terrified of feeling that sensation again.  

Clutching my head with both hands, I curled up as much as I could.  

“No...”  

“You don’t want that, do you? Then eat.”  

I crawled toward the food reluctantly.  

Lying down, I scooped some stew with the spoon.  

Green broth dripped off the spoon.  

I slowly sipped the drops.  

A tangy taste spread in my mouth.  

The more I ate, the sleepier I became.  

By the time I was halfway through, I dropped the spoon.  

Misha quickly approached me.  

Grabbing the back of my neck, she injected me while I was defenseless.  

The cold liquid coursed through my body again.  

With trembling hands, I barely managed to grab Misha.  

But my hand soon fell limply.  

She must have planned to inject me no matter what choice I made.  

Was the food spiked with Hypnos to sedate me so I wouldn’t resist?  

The Hypnos in the syringe was fully injected into my body.  

Misha wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.  

Then she left me on the cold floor.  

As the drug spread, my entire body felt lethargic.  

I hiccupped, barely managing to catch my breath.  

The next day.  

Misha entered the room again with a bright smile.  

She was holding a wooden box in her hands.  

She placed the box on the floor and knelt before me.  

Then she began asking strange questions.  

My head was already foggy enough...  

“Now, who am I?”  

“Misha...”  

“Who’s the closest person to you?”  

Closest person...?  

Of course... Anna and the Executor.  

“It seems you’ve remembered well. Then, do you recall their appearances?”  

Was she trying to check if I’d lost my memories?  

I bit my lips tightly and glared at the girl.  

Nonsense.  

Did she think I’d lose everything so easily?  

Of course, I remember.  

Anna had silver hair and black eyes...  

The Executor...  

Had red hair and gray eyes... right?  

“Uh...”  

Before I knew it, my lips parted.  

Seeing my vacant eyes, Misha smiled slyly.  

“Hehe.”  

Misha chuckled with satisfaction.  

Her long, narrow blue eyes gleamed.  

“You still remember me, though. I’m so touched.”  

The muscles under my eyes trembled.  

The unbelievable reality made my chest burn.  

That heat rose to my throat and pooled in my eyes.  

Hot tears streamed down my cheeks.  

“Misha... I was wrong.”  

It’s true.  

I’m really losing my memories.  

This can’t be happening...!  

I quickly knelt.  

I finally realized the severity of the situation.  

Misha grabbed my tearful face.  

She began collecting my tears in a small glass vial.  

“Now, if you want to lose fewer memories, make sure to eat the food I give you. Got it?”  

“I got it...”  

I nodded frantically.  

Then Misha gave me a gentle smile and patted my head.  

Soon, she started applying something to both sides of my head.  

It felt cold and sticky, like ointment.  

Then Misha took something out of the wooden box.  

Are those... wolf ears?  

She attached the pair of ears to the spots where she had applied the ointment.  

“Never take them off, okay?”  

“...”  

“If you do, I’ll inject you three times instead of just once.”  

The injections were terrifying.  

I didn’t want them, so I nodded.  

Satisfied, Misha smiled happily and gave me only one injection in my neck.  

If wearing these strange ears on my head meant just one injection, it was a relief.  

I endured it, making sure the animal ears didn’t fall off, and fell asleep.  

I couldn’t let them fall off.  

Day three.  

Somehow, my hearing feels sharper.  

I can hear people talking even from afar.  

There’s a conversation outside the door.  

Are they both women?  

“Is this the fifth tear?”  

“Yes. There are hardly any tears left now.”  

“So this will be the final essence for Angelic Hand.”  

“That’s right.”  

“How is 10 doing?”  

Who is 10?  

I closed my eyes and listened to the two people talking.  

“Perfect. She doesn’t even remember why she was crying anymore.”  

The door opened.  

A blonde girl I’d never seen before entered the room.  

She was holding a tray in her hands.  

A fragrant and delicious smell tickled my nose.  

“Hello, do you know who I am?”  

“I don’t know...”  

“My name is Misha. We brought you here after finding you collapsed outside.”  

“You found me collapsed?”  

I looked down at my body with blurry eyes.  

Bruises covered various parts of my body.  

There were marks around my neck, as if something had been tied there.  

I scratched at the marks with my nails.  

“Is there someone who can come for you?”  

“Someone to come for me...?”  

“The person closest to you.”  

The closest person.  

No one came to mind.  

So, there wasn’t anyone, was there?  

“There’s no one...”  

“What’s your name?”  

“My name...”  

What was my name again?  

When I racked my brain, two names finally surfaced.  

“I don’t know... It’s one of two names...”  

“Two names?”  

“Yes, Si-ho or Do-hyun. It’s definitely one of the two...”  

Misha rolled her eyes and tilted her head.  

She shrugged and gave me a gentle suggestion.  

“I think it’s Si-ho.”  

“Then I’ll go with Si-ho.”  

“Alright, Si-ho. Are you hungry?”  

Misha placed the tray of food on the floor.  

My blurry eyes lit up at the sight of the delicious green dish.  

“Yes...”  

“Eat as much as you want.”  

Following Misha’s words, I crawled toward the tray.  

I grabbed the plate and drank the stew.  

It was delicious.  

They saved me and even gave me such tasty food.  

Misha must be a good person.  

A week later.  

I woke up feeling chilly.  

As I opened my eyes, the fragrant smell of grass filled the air around me.  

Am I in a forest...?  

I was lying alone on dry leaves.  

Wearing only a short-sleeved shirt and shorts.  

I sniffed the air with my nose.  

A familiar scent wafted in from afar.  

The ears on my head perked up.  

In the distance, I could hear people’s voices.  

I cautiously followed the voices through the forest.  

Soon, a white house came into view.  

I avoided a large puddle and approached them.  

The people were sitting on fluffy-looking cushions, staring at the wall.  

“Ah.”  

As I approached, I bumped my head on something.  

What just happened?  

There were clearly people in front of me, but something was blocking me from getting closer.  

I touched the smooth surface with my hand.  

“Oh my.”  

One of the girls sitting on the cushion stood up.  

She pushed open the barrier that was blocking me.  

“Who are you?”  

I shook my head.  

I couldn’t understand what she was saying.  

“Don’t you know who you are?”  

I still didn’t know.  

I just stared blankly at her face.  

“You’re a fox, aren’t you...?”  

The girl asked excitedly.  

She approached me and touched my head curiously.  

“You have fox ears on your head.”  

Her fingers brushed against my ears, making them twitch.  

Embarrassed, I bowed my head to avoid her touch.  

“Do you want to come in? You look really tired.”  

The girl completely opened the transparent barrier.  

Warmth and the smell of delicious food wafted out from inside.  

Hesitating, I stepped inside.  

Although my feet were on the same ground, it was warm here unlike outside.  

The curious sensation made the ears on my head twitch.  

Another girl sitting on a cushion glanced at me.  

Her hair was black, and her eyes were red.  

“What’s up with her?”  

“Oh, her memory’s completely erased.”  

“I know that, but did her intelligence vanish too?”  

The black-haired girl asked incredulously at the blonde girl’s words.  

For some reason, her voice scared me...  

“Her intelligence is intact, but she hasn’t learned anything. We’ll just have to teach her again.”  

The blonde girl wrapped her arms warmly around my shoulders.  

She smelled warm and fragrant like flowers.  

I sniffed her scent and rubbed my nose softly against her cheek.  

“Hah, this is hilarious. Just last week...”  

The red-eyed girl glared at me.  

Why is she doing that... Does she hate me...?  

“Shh! Let’s only say good things in front of the kid.”  

“She’s lost her language anyway.”  

“She seems instinctively afraid of 09, so there must be something left.”  

I pressed my thighs together and clung tightly to the blonde girl.  

The girl hugged me even tighter.  

“Fox-, I’ll take good care of you from now on!”  

She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside.  

“I’ll go wash our fox!”  

“Go ahead.”  

The red-eyed girl turned back to the wall with an annoyed expression.  

On the wall, tiny figures moved around busily.  

“How much longer do we have to hide in these mountains? The TV isn’t even working...”  

“Just hang on a bit longer. Until Mother fully masters Angelic Hand.”  

The blonde girl led me somewhere.  

When she opened the door, hot steam flowed out.  

I followed her inside without thinking, and she closed the door behind us.  

Then, with narrowed eyes, she looked up at me intently.  

“Alright, let me wash you thoroughly from head to toe.”  

She pressed something, and water began to pour out.  

The moment I saw the water, I was so startled that I stumbled back.  

For some reason, I hated the water so much. 
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    "Haah..."  

I had no idea how far I had run.  

I sprinted madly across the cold asphalt road, falling countless times.  

My knees were scraped, and my toenails had fallen off.  

But I couldn't stop.  

It was only after the silhouette of the mountain I had descended disappeared entirely that I could catch my breath.  

However, it wasn’t time to relax yet.  

The woman, Si-ho, who was captured instead of me.  

I have to save her.  

"I’ll tell you everything once we’re out."  

Those words mean she knows something about the missing Do-hyun.  

Running again and again, by the time the sun began to set,  

I managed to hitch a ride from a passing car.  

Fortunately, the man who picked me up was also heading to Seoul.  

I asked him if he could drop me off on the way to Sindorim.  

Luckily, he agreed not only to Sindorim but even offered to stop near the bar.  

"The bartender there is amazing."  

The man made a blissful expression as if he had experienced drinking there himself.  

Is it that good...  

I knew Moment was a fairly famous bar, but I didn’t know it was this well-known.  

After driving for about an hour, the broken Sindorim sign came into view.  

The man dropped me off nearby.  

"Over there—head to the back, and you’ll find Moment."  

"Thank you..."  

I stumbled as I got out of the car.  

Fortunately, the man didn’t ask any questions despite my disheveled appearance.  

He just said, "Take care."  

"Take care..."  

Can I really save her?  

The opponents are rankers...  

And I even suffered a miserable defeat against them before.  

Compared to them, I’m alone.  

Can I face them by myself?  

Clenching my lips tightly, I opened the door to Moment.  

The place I had planned to go with Do-hyun and the others.  

I arrived there... alone.  

"Welcome."  

A tall man I’d never seen before greeted me from behind the counter.  

When he noticed my disheveled state, his lips parted in surprise.  

"Was there a monster outside? You’re badly hurt..."  

"Si-ho sent me."  

I cut off his words sharply.  

The moment I mentioned her "name," the staff member’s expression turned uneasy.  

"She’s in danger. She told me to come here if anything went wrong..."  

The name tag on the staff member’s chest read Ji-wook.  

Hearing my words, he clasped his head with both hands.  

"What should we do... Those people haven’t arrived yet..."  

"Those people...?"  

"Yes, there are two rankers who are very close to Si-ho. But they’re not here yet..."  

I swallowed hard.  

And I cautiously asked him,  

"Where are those two right now?"  

  

Standing before a massive company building,  

I spotted an imposing stone monument at its base.  

"Ilshim."  

I never imagined I’d willingly come to the most ruthless organization in Korea...  

But there’s someone here who can help Si-ho. What choice do I have?  

I checked the fit of the clothes I had changed into.  

They were Moment’s staff uniforms.  

It was the only thing available at the bar, so I had no other choice.  

In that attire, I confidently approached the entrance of Ilshim.  

"Hey, stop right there!"  

A man in a black suit stopped me.  

Crossing his arms, he looked down at me with an intimidating gaze.  

"What brings you here?"  

"I need to meet someone."  

"Did you make an appointment beforehand?"  

I don’t have time for this...  

Time is of the essence!  

"There was no time for that, I have urgent news!"  

"To whom?"  

The man dismissively ignored my words.  

So I shouted loudly.  

"To Su-rin!"  

I just uttered the name.  

But the moment he heard that name, the man’s face turned exceedingly grim.  

"How dare you utter the team leader’s name..."  

Looking displeased, he rolled up his sleeves.  

What’s more, his colleague, who had been standing further away, quickly approached upon hearing the name Jeoksa.  

They looked ready to beat me up any second.  

But taking a few hits doesn’t matter—thinking about the humiliation she must be suffering now makes this nothing.  

The man grabbed me by the collar.  

As he held me, I shouted even louder.  

"There’s no time for this! Si-ho is in danger!"  

At the mention of Si-ho’s name, his raised fist froze in midair.  

His wide eyes locked onto me, and he asked,  

"Did you say Si-ho is in danger...?"  

Sang-moon’s expression hardened to a ghostly pale.  

His younger brother, who had followed us, also frowned deeply.  

"Did this woman just say Si-ho is in danger, hyung?"  

"Dong-chun... Watch the main gate for a moment."  

Sang-moon muttered.  

Realizing the gravity of the situation, Dong-chun nodded silently.  

Soon, Sang-moon took the lead ahead of me.  

His expression was now more tense than mine.  

"What are you doing? Get moving!"  

He was so frantic that his dialect mixed with standard speech as he started running.  

I hurriedly followed him into the headquarters.  

Past the massive stone monument engraved with "Ilshim."  

The man stomped up the central staircase, causing a commotion.  

Seeing him, the other members of the organization rushed to follow.  

We formed a massive procession heading to the top floor of the building.  

On the top floor, there was a conference room that seemed fit for important figures.  

Sang-moon knocked on the door without hesitation.  

Then, as if running out of time, he just swung the door open.  

I followed him into the conference room.  

Inside, four executives and a woman who appeared to be the leader were seated at a long table.  

"What makes you think you can just..."  

A middle-aged man glared at Sang-moon with a displeased expression.  

But a green-eyed woman stopped him.  

"It seems urgent. Let’s hear them out first."  

"Sorry. But I think you need to hear this."  

Sang-moon answered, catching his breath.  

He signaled me with his eyes to report what was going on.  

In response, I placed my hands on the table and shouted loudly.  

"Si-ho is in danger!"  

"Si-ho...?"  

The vice-chairwoman furrowed her brows.  

The other executives did the same.  

But just one person.  

A woman with black hair and red eyes had a different expression.  

Her crimson eyes widened as she glared at me.  

Her overwhelming gaze made me falter.  

"What do you mean?"  

"She tried to save me... but she got captured by the association’s rankers."  

At the mention of the association, the expressions of all the executives hardened.  

"Our daughter-in-law was captured by the association?"  

The vice-chairman rose from his seat.  

Even the red-eyed woman looked shocked, her mouth agape.  

"How did this happen...?"  

I explained everything that had happened to me and Si-ho.  

From the Counters’ rankers attacking and killing hunters to using me and other victims as test subjects...  

And now, it’s Si-ho’s turn.  

After hearing the full story, Vice-chairman Na-hyun’s expression turned icy.  

"Vice-chairman..."  

Especially Jeoksa’s face showed anguish.  

She looked up at her superior with sorrowful eyes.  

"Team leader, don’t worry..."  

The vice-chairman picked up a long sword from behind the meeting room.  

Drawing the sword, she gazed down at all the executives.  

"Listen up."  

"Yes, Vice-chairman."  

"The association bastards have kidnapped one of our own."  

The executives focused intently on her words.  

Her sharp blade gleamed ominously.  

“This isn’t a declaration of war against us, is it?”

“Yes, it is.”

The Executor answered first.

She clenched her teeth as if she were about to tear apart the Association bastards at any moment.

“What did our chairman teach us to do in situations like this?”

“He told us to respond immediately.”

A middle-aged man spoke in a firm voice, like reciting a rule.

Even Hwangsa, sitting beside him, wore a resolute expression for once.

“Let’s go.”

The sword was completely drawn from its sheath.

She held it in one hand and stepped out of the conference room.

“Miss.”

“Yes...”

“Where was our bride captured?”

“Well... It was on a mountain in Ilsan. A place with a big resort...”

“Resort?”

The vice chairman’s eyebrows twitched.

Then the Executor quickly explained to her where it was.

“It’s a place that went bankrupt during the monster incident. Now it’s owned by the Association.”

“Ha, those Association bastards are really sneaky. Even thinking about kidnapping someone in a place like that.”

Vice Chairman Na-hyun slung the sword over her shoulder.

And she leisurely descended the central staircase.

Dozens, no, hundreds of organization members followed her calmly out of the building.

All for one person.

They rose from their massive nest to rescue Si-ho.

“Miss, ride in my car.”

The vice chairman pointed to a black Benz.

I boarded it with the woman known as the Executor, whom I had seen earlier.

Sang-moon took the driver’s seat, the Executor sat in the passenger seat.

Finally, I and the vice chairman took the back seat.

“This isn’t the road to Ilsan.”

“Oh, I know that.”

The vice chairman answered firmly.

Then the Executor turned her head and explained on behalf of her superior.

“We’ve already asked the Ilsan members to investigate the area.”

“So, what did they find?”

“There’s no one at the resort.”

The woman’s red eyes glared at me.

But I didn’t falter and responded with an even more determined look.

“That can’t be... Did they check the underground? There was a lab where they imprisoned me.”

“Don’t underestimate Ilshim’s investigative skills. They checked, but the facility was already shut down, and they’d fled.”

“Damn it...”

It was too late.

If only I hadn’t wasted time wandering on the road...

“Then, where are we going now?”

“I’ll answer that for you.”

The vice chairman spoke, holding the sword with both hands.

“Miss, have you ever been in a gang fight?”

“Gang fight...?”

I shook my head.

I’d never been in a fight, not even during my school days...

“In a gang fight, if you take down the leader, the rest fall into place.”

Her green eyes glinted with a sly smile.

I instinctively swallowed at her gaze.

“The lab director who captured our bride is just another Association underling.”

No way...

I turned her words over in my mind.

By the time I figured out the answer, the car began to slow down.

Then the vice chairman swung the door open before the chauffeur could even react.

“Yeah, we’re going to take down the boss.”

She stepped out of the car.

And soon, a massive building loomed before us.

The Korean Hunter Association.

To think I’d see both Ilshim and the Association’s headquarters in my lifetime.

Sweating nervously, I stared at the grand structure.

Soon, the Association’s hunters spotted us and hurriedly blocked the entrance.

They scrambled to contact headquarters while starting to set up barricades.

“Sang-moon, bring that.”

The vice chairman gave a firm command to the chauffeur.

He retrieved a black radio from the trunk and handed it to her.

Na-hyun, the vice chairman, brought the radio to her lips and began a mic test.

「Ah-, ah. Can you hear me?」

It was just one sentence.

At her question of whether it was audible, I couldn’t help but cover my ears.

Because...

「Yes, Vice Chairman!!」

The voices of hundreds behind us resounded as one.

I leisurely turned around.

A procession of countless black cars.

It looked like a funeral service company that had come to remove the pile of corpses that would emerge from the Association.

「Alright, our kids can hear, so I’m sure you lot over there can hear too.」

「You Association bastards, listen up. Today, you kidnapped someone very precious to us.」

「You know well how fiercely we treasure our family. So, this is a declaration of war, isn’t it?」

The vice chairman’s voice penetrated all the way into the Association headquarters.

The security chief and the guard captain, who were listening on the first floor, exchanged puzzled looks.

“What the hell is this all of a sudden?”

Dae-eun asked Eun-chan again.

Eun-chan simply shook his head at the question.

“I wouldn’t know. Us, kidnapping someone...?”

「Hurry and bring out our bride!」

“Bride...?”

Dae-eun tilted his head at the unfamiliar term.

Eun-chan was just as baffled.

「Bring out Si-ho!」

Only then did the two of them understand what the vice chairman meant.

Especially Eun-chan, who let out a faint laugh as if in disbelief.

“Wow, so the two of them really had that kind of relationship...?”

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

“It’s nothing. Anyway, it seems something has happened to Si-ho.”

“But why are they looking for her with us?”

“Who knows... Oh, don’t tell me...”

Eun-chan seemed to realize something and stared at the security chief.

The security chief, too, seemed to have an idea and turned to face the guard captain.

The two spoke simultaneously.

“Assemblywoman Park...?”

「I’m counting to three. If you don’t bring her out, it’s the end here. One...」

Someone began running out from the building’s first floor.

Seeing this, Na-hyun slowed her countdown.

「Two...」

“Wait, wait!”

Two rankers rushed out in a hurry and stopped at the gate.

They waved their hands frantically.

「So quick to come out. And you’re not even the boss.」


  
    Chapter 98 Angel Tip 2

    The two rankers from the Association faced Ilshim.  

The first to step forward was Dae-eun.  

As befitting the Association's representative powerhouse, he spoke calmly to the vice-chairman.  

"Choi Na-hyun, Vice Chairman. The abduction of Miss Si-ho was a unilateral act by Assemblywoman Park."  

"Unilateral, huh..."  

The sword resting on the vice-chairman's shoulder quivered.  

She responded to Dae-eun's firm words with a sneer.  

"So, which organization does that woman belong to?"  

The chairman pointed a long sword at the entrance adorned with the Association's emblem.  

Dae-eun couldn't easily answer her question.  

"Whether it's the military, the Association, or even an organization, when a subordinate causes trouble, the superior is the one who takes responsibility."  

Na-hyun's sharp blade touched the monument of the Korean Hunter Association.  

As she slowly dragged her sword across the monument, sparks began to fly.  

"Then, shouldn't you also take responsibility?"  

The vice-chairman shouted in a loud voice.  

Soon, an intense slicing sound accompanied the aura emanating from her sword.  

The majestic monument of the Association split in half.  

At that sight, both the Association's hunters and Ilshim's members immediately assumed combat stances.  

A situation on the brink of explosion.  

If a battle started here, Korea might once again face a complete state of anarchy.  

As the situation deteriorated, Eun-chan, who had a more flexible personality, stepped forward.  

He waved his hands and forced a smile at the vice-chairman.  

"Understood. We'll order Assemblywoman Park to be found immediately!"  

At his conciliatory words, the vice-chairman's sword paused mid-air.  

She retracted the energy from her sword and decided to listen to what the security chief had to say.  

"Assemblywoman Park is a very secretive figure even within the Association. Moreover, she called in sick today, so she's not even at headquarters. We'll do everything we can to locate her quickly."  

"You'd better hurry. Who knows what might be happening to my bride in the meantime."  

Na-hyun finally withdrew her sword.  

Only then could the two rankers from the Association finally let out a sigh of relief.  

But they couldn't relax for long.  

Even though the vice-chairman had sheathed her sword, she didn't leave the Association.  

Soon, her subordinates brought out an elegant leather chair and placed it at Ilshim's entrance.  

Na-hyun calmly sat down in the chair.  

She wasn't the only one.  

The Executor, who had been standing beside her, also took a dignified seat nearby.  

Then, all of Ilshim's members began to occupy the area in front of the Association, following their lead.  

Seeing this, Eun-chan's lower eyelids trembled.  

"This... needs to be resolved quickly, doesn't it?"  

"..."  

But Dae-eun gave no response to Eun-chan's remark.  

Eun-chan glanced at him suspiciously.  

The security chief seemed to know something about Assemblywoman Park.  

"Vice-chairman, we’ll handle this, so why not wait in the car at least...?"  

The Executor asked Na-hyun, who was sitting next to her.  

The vice-chairman shook her head firmly.  

"Executor."  

"Yes, Vice-chairman."  

"Do you know how much I care for you?"  

Na-hyun stared straight ahead with a bitter expression.  

The Executor closed her lips tightly at the vice-chairman's words.  

"When I became vice-chairman, and was looked down upon for being a woman, you were the first to support me."  

At the vice-chairman's words, the Executor lifted her head suddenly.  

Her crimson eyes shimmered faintly.  

"Although I was grateful for your support, I always felt sorry seeing your face, as if you had no attachment to life."  

The vice-chairman didn't look at the Executor.  

Meeting her gaze might undermine her dignity as a leader.  

"Since you met Miss Si-ho, your expression has changed so much for the better."  

After regaining her composure, Na-hyun slowly turned to look at the Executor.  

She raised the corners of her mouth slightly.  

"You’re so capable, you know. That's why I’ve only ever received your help, never given you any."  

"Vice-chairman..."  

"I'm truly happy to finally have the opportunity to repay you."  

The Executor's eyes wavered.  

The vice-chairman smiled and gently wiped her trembling eyes.  

"An Executor of Ilshim shouldn't cry. Especially not in such a public setting."  

Na-hyun laughed awkwardly, trying to lighten the mood.  

Then, she called out to Hwangsa, who was sitting behind her.  

"Hey, I’m hungry. Go make some ramen."  

"Ramen?"  

Hwangsa looked at her incredulously.  

The vice-chairman glared at him with a look of annoyance.  

"We're staying here until we find my bride, got it?"  

Unlike Hwangsa, the Executor quickly realized that her actions were a strategy.  

By maintaining an air of leisure, eventually...  

'They' would show up.  

"Understood..."  

Hwangsa bowed and got up from his seat.  

He hurriedly ordered his subordinates to bring some cup noodles.  

"Nice weather."  

The vice-chairman stretched her neck, loosening her stiff muscles.  

She basked in the sunlight as the Association frantically tried to gather information about Assemblywoman Park.  

The sound of all the Association employees making phone calls echoed around.  

Na-hyun listened to it as if it were music.  

But she wasn’t merely soaking in the sun.  

The vice-chairman's mind was consumed with worry about Si-ho, who had been kidnapped.  

What were they planning to do with that small bartender?  

Given that they didn’t know Si-ho’s abilities, it was impossible to predict.  

"Vice-chairman, the ramen is ready."  

Hwangsa handed the cup noodles to Na-hyun.  

The vice-chairman took it without a word and immediately took a bite.  

"Tch..."  

She spat out her chopsticks with a disgruntled look.  

"Who told you to bring Jin-soon?"  

"Ah, well... Jin-soon happens to be my favorite."  

"You really don’t know how to eat properly, do you?"  

Na-hyun smacked Hwangsa on the calf with her fist.  

He winced dramatically and took back her cup noodles.  

"Hurry up and bring Jin-mae this time!"  

"Yes..."  

Hwangsa limped back toward the car.  

"Oh, and look into catering a buffet. If we don’t find my bride by dinner, we’re holding a banquet here."  

The two rankers from the Association watching this from a distance let out dry laughs.  

Gangsters daring to plan a banquet in front of the Association?  

A fight could break out at any moment.  

But doing so would cause too much damage.  

Compared to Ilshim, the Association had far more to lose, so they had no choice but to placate and appease them as much as possible.  

The Association president was abroad on a business trip, leaving the position vacant.  

They had to end the friction without bloodshed as much as possible.  

But then, a situation arose that added fuel to the fire.  

Cars could be seen approaching from a distance.  

The people Na-hyun had been waiting for arrived on the scene.  

Eun-chan quickly realized that those cars belonged to reporters.  

Reporters got out of the cars and hurriedly approached Ilshim's members.  

They began asking questions about the cause of the incident.  

The fact that an Association assembly member had abducted a civilian and ambushed hunters returning from a raid was vividly reported.  

Perhaps because it was broadcast live, the Association was soon flooded with calls and requests demanding explanations and accountability.  

The situation was particularly intense at the company of Si-ho’s close friend, JEI.  

And also at the Korean Hunter Academy.  

Several students, led by Professor Lina, arrived on-site.  

In their hands was a long banner.  

On the banner...  

"Demand the truth from the Association, which abducted civilians for human experimentation!"  

Such a chilling statement was written.  

Se-ah, Se-hee, Ji-yoon, and Professor Lina pushed their way through the intimidating Ilshim members and unfurled the banner.  

The Executor stood up from her seat and personally greeted them.  

"Help them hang it."  

Men in black suits received the banner from the female students.  

They skillfully hung it at the entrance of the Association.  

"Thank you so much for supporting our call for the truth."  

Professor Lina greeted the Executor with a somber expression.  

The female students also approached the Executor and gazed up at her.  

"My unnie... she's okay, right...?"  

The Executor couldn’t immediately answer their question.  

Instead, she chose her words carefully to reassure them.  

"Yes, she’ll be fine..."  

The Academy, Ilshim, the press, and even entertainment agencies.  

As countless entities became involved, the incident was reported not just in Seoul but across the entire nation.  

Thanks to this, the Association began to feel even more cornered.  

But...  

Despite this, they still couldn’t easily determine Assemblywoman Park's whereabouts.  

All they could do was watch as Ilshim, occupying the Association's entrance even at night, set up a buffet.  

Dae-eun silently observed the scene.  

Eun-chan suggested to him that he should leave for the night.  

"Chief, I’ll take over, so why don’t you go inside and rest for a bit?"  

"..."  

"You have a family, don’t you? In times like this, you should at least go see them."  

Family.  

The word made Dae-eun's heart waver for a moment.  

After the incident was reported, his wife had been calling him constantly.  

Asking if he was okay, if nothing was wrong.  

For Dae-eun, it wasn’t a significant issue.  

But even a minor incident like this caused his family to worry.  

Because they loved each other that much.  

In the end, Dae-eun decided to check on his family and reluctantly switched shifts with Eun-chan.  

"Use the back door to leave."  

"Thank you. I’ll be back early in the morning, so just hold out until then."  

The security chief, with a heavy heart, put on his suit jacket.  

Then he got into his car and headed home.  

"Si-ho."  

He repeated that name in his mind.  

A woman who had hidden a top-level fugitive, Anna, and even helped her escape.  

She must have been threatened to act that way, but something still felt off.  

Even after that incident, she came to the Association and got a job.  

In the end, she was abducted by an assemblywoman and went missing.  

And with her disappearance, Ilshim and the Academy both rose in defiance.  

What was so special about her that such a major incident occurred?  

With a throbbing headache, he mumbled to himself as he drove alone.  

"Park Shin-ae... what are you thinking...?"  

He returned to his apartment with weary steps.  

From a distance, he saw the lights in his home shining brightly.  

When he unlocked the door and entered, his wife greeted him in an apron.  

The aroma of a delicious stew wafted from the kitchen.  

Perhaps because of that comforting scent, his thoughts of Assemblywoman Park and the day's fatigue faded away.  

"You’re home?"  

"Yeah..."  

"You’re a bit late today."  

His wife, who had grown her hair out neatly, smiled sweetly.  

She was five years younger than him, and even after marriage, they maintained a fresh, polite relationship.  

Just seeing his wife’s smile made Dae-eun’s heart feel at ease.  

He stepped into the home he had missed.  

"Your friend is waiting for you. Why didn’t you come sooner?"  

"Friend...?"  

Dae-eun’s eyebrows twitched.  

He had few friends, and even if he did, he had never shared his home address.  

A friend, she said?  

A sense of unease crept over him as he cautiously headed to the kitchen.  

At the kitchen table, his son Ji-hoo sat.  

He was holding a phone and enthusiastically playing with someone seated next to him.  

And that person was...  

"You’re late."  

A cold voice devoid of emotion.  

White hair and murky eyes that radiated menace.  

"You... how did you..."  

It was Anna.  

The killer who had taken the lives of dozens had infiltrated his sanctuary.  

"In times like this, you shouldn’t leave your family behind, should you...?"  

Anna’s pale eyes fixed directly on Dae-eun.  

The security chief froze in place, pierced by her gaze.  
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    “What are you doing? Ji-hoo is waiting.”  

Anna glanced at the chair with a sideways look.  

Dae-eun looked at her with an expression of disbelief.  

But soon, he had no choice but to sit on the chair as she said.  

Anna was sitting very close right next to his son.  

“You’ve waited a long time, haven’t you? I’ll bring dinner out right away.”  

Dae-eun’s wife headed to the kitchen as if she had been waiting.  

She brought out the pre-prepared bulgogi and stew.  

Anna stared intently at the food.  

Dae-eun glanced at her gaze, wondering if she would actually eat it.  

After all, Anna was someone who would find Korean food unfamiliar.  

But...  

Anna naturally picked up a spoon.  

Then she elegantly ate the stew his wife had scooped for her, tucking her hair behind her ears.  

“There’s a grain of rice stuck here.”  

So nonchalantly, she even brushed off a grain of rice stuck on Ji-hoo’s cheek.  

Ji-hoo, unaware of his father’s inner turmoil, lowered his head gratefully.  

Watching that scene, Dae-eun found it impossible to swallow his food.  

Seeing him, his wife asked,  

“You’re not eating much today. Does it not suit your taste?”  

“Oh, no. I’m just a bit tired today...”  

The husband shook his head.  

He made an effort to eat somehow.  

But soon, his busy hand froze in place again.  

“Yes, there was a protest in front of the Association today, wasn’t there? You must have had a hard time because of it.”  

“Well, protests... they happen all the time.”  

Dae-eun glanced up slightly, gauging Anna’s reaction.  

She had already put her spoon down and was staring intently at his wife.  

“This time, the protest was quite large. There were gang members, academy professors, and even students... I’ve never seen such a combination before.”  

A collaboration between the academy and an organization.  

It was definitely an odd combination.  

It’s like high school students and gangsters mingling together.  

But the most mismatched presence here... was Anna, sitting in his house and eating with them.  

She was a monster who could kill everyone with the chopsticks she was holding.  

Of course, Dae-eun could surely stop her.  

But in this space, there were two people precious to him.  

No matter how strong Dae-eun was, could he protect both of them at once?  

And Anna probably understood that better than anyone.  

“One of the Association’s members abducted a civilian, they say.”  

Anna answered in place of the silent Dae-eun.  

His wife’s expression turned serious, as if in shock.  

“My goodness... why would they do such a thing?”  

“Well... rumor has it they abducted people to extract their abilities. Perhaps the kidnapped person was one of them.”  

Anna’s gaze soon met Dae-eun’s.  

Her pale, empty eyes clashed with Dae-eun’s trembling black pupils.  

“To steal someone’s abilities... That’s awful. To fulfill their selfish desires like that.”  

“Well, they probably wouldn’t just keep the stolen abilities for themselves.”  

“Then what?”  

“They’d sell them. To someone in need of such abilities.”  

At that moment, Dae-eun slammed his spoon down hard enough to make a loud sound.  

Thanks to that, his wife finally looked away from Anna.  

“Ji-hye.”  

"Yeah?"  

"Could you bring out some fruit for dessert? There’s Shine Muscat on the balcony."  

Dae-eun mumbled with a trembling voice.  

His wife, Ji-hye, nodded and rose from her seat.  

"Ji-hoo, why don’t you go to your room for a bit too?"  

The father forced a smile as he asked his son.  

Although Ji-hoo wasn’t particularly pleased, he sensed the heavy atmosphere and quietly left.  

On his way out, he waved at Anna.  

In response, Anna blankly waved back.  

"You’re a wonderful father."  

Anna muttered as she watched the two leave.  

Dae-eun let out a deep sigh.  

"Haa..."  

His eyes returned to those of a ranker and the chief of security.  

Dae-eun’s sharp gaze pierced into Anna.  

"So, how on earth did you find this place?"  

"How, you ask? It’s been three years since we’ve been chasing each other. Your address, at the very least."  

"What, did you grow attached to me or something during that time?"  

Dae-eun bristled at Anna’s nonchalant demeanor.  

But he managed a smile as his wife returned with the fruit.  

"Thank you."  

Ji-hye smiled gently.  

She then quietly followed Ji-hoo to his room to check on him.  

"Family is such a wonderful, yet burdensome thing, don’t you think?"  

"..."  

Her words felt more like a threat.  

As if weighed down by her remark, Dae-eun’s face quickly grew haggard.  

"Don’t drag this out. That’s not like you."  

"Not like me?"  

"When you want something, you’ve always handled it directly."  

"That’s how I used to be."  

Anna stared at a family photo.  

The three people in it were smiling brightly.  

"But I’ve got something resembling a family now too."  

"You?..."  

Dae-eun’s brow furrowed deeply.  

Anna slightly lifted the corners of her mouth.  

"Yeah. Thanks to that, I think I understand your feelings a little better now."  

"Hah..."  

Dae-eun grabbed the tie he was wearing, looking incredulous.  

Feeling stifled, he loosened it slightly.  

"I’m looking for Si-ho, who was abducted by Assemblywoman Park."  

Anna didn’t touch the fruit.  

She merely stared intently at Dae-eun.  

"What does that case have to do with me?"  

The chief of security retorted with a serious expression.  

But his face quickly crumbled.  

"You know, don’t you? Where Assemblywoman Park is."  

"Me?"  

"Don’t even think about denying it. I came here knowing everything."  

From Ji-hoo’s room, the sound of an educational video played.  

A cheerful voice from the machine said "Family."  

Behind the word "Family," a heavy silence lingered in the kitchen.  

"I may know Assemblywoman Park, but that doesn’t mean I know where she’s hiding."  

"So she’s hiding. Not just on sick leave."  

Anna jumped on his slip of the tongue as if she had been waiting for it.  

Realizing he had confessed unintentionally, Dae-eun tightly shut his eyes.  

"Haa..."  

"Tell me everything you know."  

Dae-eun interlaced his fingers and rested his chin on them.  

He seemed reluctant to answer.  

"Just because I played with Ji-hoo at the amusement park doesn’t mean we’re friends, does it?"  

It was Anna’s final act of mercy.  

And a chilling threat born of Anna’s newly developed emotions.  

With that one remark, Dae-eun finally opened his mouth.  

"One of her subordinates has been delivering Ji-hoo’s medicine..."  

Anna stared silently at Dae-eun as he confessed.  

With cold eyes, she asked him again.  

"When’s the next delivery?"  

"In a week."  

"By then, it’ll be too late. Who knows what might happen to Si-ho in the meantime."  

Anna firmly shook her head.  

She picked up a grape, held it with her index finger, and showed it to Dae-eun.  

"Move up the date. Tell them you’ll get the delivery by tomorrow."  

"They’ll definitely get suspicious in this situation."  

"That’s not my concern."  

Anna stood up from the chair.  

She pulled up her black mask.  

Dae-eun looked at her with an expression of incomprehension.  

"Why are you going this far?"  

"..."  

"What is that kid to you...?"  

Anna didn’t answer his question right away.  

Instead, before leaving, she gazed quietly at the firmly closed door to Ji-hoo’s room.  

"I’m just trying to protect family, like you."  

Leaving those words behind, Anna opened the front door.  

She carefully closed it as if being considerate of his family.  

Dae-eun blankly stared at the closed door.  

The next day.  

Eventually, the Association issued a first-degree wanted notice for Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae.  

A large-scale internal investigation also began.  

Upon hearing the news, Ilshim started withdrawing their forces.  

"I’m sorry, Team Leader Han. There’s only so much I can do right now..."  

Hwangsa apologized earnestly to Executor.  

But she patted his shoulder, reassuring him that the effort he’d put in so far was already more than enough.  

Thanks to him, they were at least able to issue a wanted notice through the media.  

Vice Chairman Choi Na-hyun was in a similar situation.  

Despite leading her troops and setting up a base before the enemy, there were no tangible results.  

It had already been a day since Si-ho disappeared.  

Executor hadn’t slept properly during that time, spending every moment in anxiety.  

Ji-soo felt the same way.  

She stayed by Executor’s side, listening to her talk about what kind of person Si-ho was.  

"She was a fascinating child."  

A child who cared for others even when her own life was at risk.  

A child who tried to understand people’s circumstances, even if they harbored hostility toward her.  

"Maybe that’s why this happened to her."  

Ji-soo pressed her lips together tightly.  

Was it purely that kind heart of hers that made her save her when she was trapped in the lab?  

It was hard to understand.  

No matter how kind someone is, sacrificing oneself to save another isn’t easy.  

Especially for a complete stranger.  

Shaking her head, Ji-soo helped disband the protest.  

Now, there was only one lead left.  

She knew Si-ho was aware of something about Do-hyun.  

If they could rescue Si-ho, she’d ask about their relationship.  

Then she’d naturally learn why she went to such lengths to save her.  

Eventually, the disbanding preparations were complete.  

Ilshim’s members got into their respective cars and started the engines.  

Executor and Ji-soo were no exception.  

They moved to ride in the vice chairman’s car together.  

But soon, they found themselves unable to close the car door.  

Because just as they were about to leave, Anna appeared before them.  

"Anna...?"  

Executor got out of the car and asked.  

Ji-soo, too, grew frightened at Anna’s unsettling presence.  

Her beauty carried an air of menace.  

Ji-soo swallowed hard at the strange and intimidating atmosphere.  

"There’s a way to find Si-ho."  

"Really?"  

At her words, the vice chairman, who had been in the car, also hurriedly got out.  

Ilshim’s executives turned their attention to Anna.  

"In a week. When Lee Dae-eun meets Assemblywoman Park’s subordinate, we capture him."  

"Where’s the meeting spot?"  

"A golf course in Anyang, in the backyard where the deal takes place."  

Executor placed her hand over her mouth, lost in thought, seemingly devising a capture plan.  

"We’ll have to proceed as discreetly as possible with a small team..."  

"That would be best."  

Anna agreed with her.  

"Um, please let me join too."  

Ji-soo squeezed into the conversation.  

She boldly addressed the two rankers.  

"Si-ho was captured because of me. Please give me a chance to rescue her too."  

"And who are you?"  

Anna tilted her head at the sight of Ji-soo, whom she was seeing for the first time.  

Executor stepped in to explain Ji-soo’s identity.  

But perhaps that was a mistake.  

Anna’s eyebrow twitched in discomfort upon hearing that Ji-soo was the one Si-ho had risked his life to save.  

"And who are you to..."  

"What’s important now isn’t that. You can talk about it after the rescue."  

Executor intervened to mediate the potentially escalating tension.  

She was also curious about Ji-soo and Si-ho’s relationship, but only Si-ho could provide the full story.  

It wouldn’t be too late to hear it after the rescue.  

"Ji-soo, you’re the Flame Swordsman, right?"  

Na-hyun asked, watching the three who were preparing to depart together.  

Ji-soo hesitantly nodded.  

"Then take this with you."  

Ilshim’s vice chairman handed her personal longsword to Ji-soo.  

Caught off guard, Ji-soo hastily shook her head.  

"How could I possibly take this..."  

"Vice Chairman, isn’t that the sword you cherish the most?"  

Even Executor tried to stop Na-hyun.  

But Na-hyun smiled softly and shook her head.  

"Swords are meant to cut something, aren’t they?"  

Her smile quickly disappeared.  

In its place, her menacing green eyes glinted.  

"So take it and cut something."  

Those green eyes were as chilling as a snake’s.  

Indeed, she was the leader of the Ilshim group and the master of its four snakes.  

"Show them what happens when they mess with one of ours."  


  
    Chapter 100 Angel Tip 4

    「Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae, wanted as a Class 1 fugitive for Hunter abduction and illegal experiments.」  

「Korean Hunter Academy expresses deep regret over the current situation. Urges swift arrest and statement from the Association.」  

「Singer JEI reveals the missing Hunter is an acquaintance. Contact lost for over a week.」  

09 leisurely savored the news articles while holding a cup of coffee.  

Even after reading the articles, she showed no signs of distress.  

"Seems like people around are quite upset."  

"Still, you have to be careful. The Association and Ilshim are both investigating."  

Misha spoke as she ladled out some warm soup.  

The soup she ladled soon made its way to the edge of the table.  

And there sat Si-ho.  

With a bell around her neck, she stared intently at the soup.  

Si-ho glanced at Misha nervously before grabbing the plate.  

Then, she quietly leaned in to lick the surface of the soup.  

“---!”  

It must have been too hot as her two ears stood upright.  

Seeing this, Misha let out a deep sigh.  

"Si-ho, I told you to use a spoon."  

At her scolding, Si-ho's two ears drooped.  

Now fox-like, she pouted her lips and poked at the soup with a spoon.  

"That's really fascinating."  

Watching her, 09 muttered.  

"What's fascinating?"  

"Even if you directly inject it into the body, to change this much in just a week..."  

09, who had conducted countless human experiments and tortures, seemed a bit surprised by how completely compliant Si-ho had become.  

"It's all thanks to Angelic Hand's power."  

Misha smiled softly and handed Si-ho a freshly baked morning roll.  

The fox smiled like Misha and picked up the roll with both hands.  

"It's ridiculous. Being affected so completely by her own power..."  

"She injected a strong curse directly into her body."  

Misha quietly looked down at the soup containing Hypnos.  

Si-ho, unaware of anything, just nibbled on the bread with both hands, savoring it.  

“---.”  

Meanwhile, footsteps were heard from the second floor of the villa.  

Soon, 06 and 08 leisurely descended the stairs.  

"Heading out?"  

"Yeah, gotta deliver this."  

06 pointed to a bag filled with Ji-hoo's medication as he replied.  

Misha looked at them with concern and said,  

"Be careful. Security is no joke right now."  

"Don't worry. The recipient is Security Chief Lee Dae-eun. He's one of the top officials in the Association, so what could go wrong?"  

The bald man chuckled as he answered.  

Before leaving, his eyes fell on Si-ho sitting at the table.  

With her knees tucked together on the chair like a cat, munching on the bread.  

Curious, the man approached her with interest.  

"Did you erase all her memories?"  

"We did."  

"But her appearance seems to have changed a bit too."  

06's dark eyes gleamed.  

He reached out his thick hand to touch Si-ho.  

But with bread crumbs on her lips, she flinched and avoided his hand.  

"Oh, it’s probably because of the Night Stalker’s Ears."  

Misha pointed to her perky animal ears as she spoke.  

Allowing only Misha's touch, Si-ho stayed still as the girl petted her ears.  

"Once the ears fuse, even her nature changes like a vixen's."  

"Her nature?"  

"Well... to be precise, her behavior and appearance become more fox-like."  

"So, will she turn into a real fox eventually?"  

"Not exactly, but she’ll develop instincts for hunting or mating, like a grown fox."  

06 frowned at her words.  

Feeling uncomfortable, he resumed preparing to leave.  

"That’s creepy."  

"It’s fine; her intelligence isn’t diminished. She just gains basic instincts."  

Misha waved it off casually.  

06 nodded reluctantly at her nonchalant attitude and went on his way.  

The garage door of the villa opened.  

The man boarded the vehicle for the delivery.  

08 followed, strolling through the kitchen.  

Before leaving, the boy glanced intently at Si-ho.  

His gaze seemed conflicted.  

For a moment, he felt sorry that someone he once liked had turned out this way.  

But that was all.  

She had deceived him, so he could only offer a sliver of pity.  

“---.”  

The door closed.  

Si-ho stared blankly at the closed door.  

Having finished her food, it was now time for action.  

"What’s wrong, Si-ho?"  

When Misha asked kindly, the fox-human pointed at the door with her finger.  

She spoke clumsily in Korean.  

"I want. To go out too."  

"No, it’s dangerous outside."  

The girl shook her head at the fox.  

Instead, she grabbed a storybook and smiled brightly.  

"How about a storybook instead-?"  

"I don’t like books... You keep doing weird things when I read them."  

Si-ho muttered, burying her face between her knees.  

Then, Misha slowly approached and placed both hands on her shoulders.  

"But you liked it, didn’t you?"  

“...”  

Si-ho didn’t respond to her suggestive whisper.  

Misha, satisfied, stroked the fox's head with a pleased expression.  

After gaining animal ears, it became much easier to read her unnie’s emotions.  

Her ears stood stiff, radiating warmth.  

"I’ll go down to the basement for a bit, so wait quietly."  

Misha adjusted her slipping cardigan and headed downstairs leisurely.  

09 did the same.  

From the start, she had no particular interest in Si-ho, heading instead to the gym.  

To fully master Do-hyun’s arm.  

Left alone, the fox gazed blankly at the veranda.  

She stared at the balcony, bathed in the midday sunlight.  

Then she slowly approached and placed her hand on the glass wall.  

Now, she at least understood what glass was.  

A barrier keeping her confined.  

She saw a green forest.  

Somehow, it felt more like home than the villa.  

She wanted to sprint madly through the meadows.  

To chase prey… and eventually find her destined mate.  

As she thought about it, her gaze turned to the balcony railing.  

There was a small squirrel there.  

The squirrel began gathering nuts that 09 had dropped on the balcony.  

Even with the giant fox in front of him, he seemed unconcerned.  

Because he knew she didn’t even have the courage to open the glass.  

Realizing the squirrel was underestimating her, Si-ho glared sharply.  

In fox years, she was at her most energetic.  

To her, the squirrel’s arrogance was infuriating.  

She raised her claws and scratched at the glass.  

Then she glanced toward the basement where Misha had gone.  

"Just for a moment. It’ll be fine, right?"  

Si-ho grinned mischievously.  

She used her fingers to slowly pry the glass open.  

The scent of fresh grass wafted in through the crack.  

As she smelled that, she could no longer control her body.

She fully opened the door and slowly stepped out onto the balcony.

The fox bent at the waist and crept slowly toward the squirrel.

Then, suddenly, she pounced on it.

But catching a real squirrel was difficult, and Si-ho was no exception.

The squirrel escaped her grasp with skilled movements, as if taunting her.

Moreover, it climbed onto the railing and boldly stared back at her.

Annoyed, Si-ho leapt up.

Unlike her previous stiffness, she landed flexibly on the railing.

However, the squirrel had already jumped down from the railing and headed for the meadow.

Si-ho blankly watched the thick tail of the squirrel.

Then, as if mesmerized by that fluffy bundle, she started chasing after the squirrel.

She stomped on the fallen leaves with all her might.

And relentlessly pursued the squirrel, damaging branches along the way.

But eventually, it climbed a tree.

Like escaping a shark by diving into the water.

Si-ho’s young fingers couldn’t climb the tree.

She could only stare up at the squirrel.

"You..."

With furious eyes, she stared at the squirrel.

But the squirrel cheekily chewed the nuts stored in its cheeks, mocking her.

"Sigh..."

The fox looked back the way she had come.

Before she knew it, she had wandered so far that the villa looked like a dwarf in the distance.

Then, suddenly, fear crept in.

She was worried about Misha.

Misha was usually very kind and sweet, but sometimes she could be frightening.

Worried about Misha’s anger, Si-ho headed back to the villa.

She guessed she wouldn't get caught since she was only out for a short while.

But...

When she reached the front of the villa, she abruptly stopped.

Misha was standing on the balcony, hands on hips, staring intently at her.

"Didn’t I tell you not to go out?"

"I’m, I’m sorry..."

Si-ho mumbled with her hands together.

Then Misha flicked her fingers.

Responding to this, the fox entered the villa with a dejected look.

The girl seemed very angry as she glared at her.

Si-ho scampered up to the second-floor staircase.

Hanging from the railing, she looked down at Misha with trembling eyes.

"Come down quickly."

"No. You’re going to scold me again."

Si-ho shook her head.

Misha seemed tired as if this wasn’t the first time, sighing deeply.

"I won’t scold you."

"Lies."

The fox narrowed her eyes and firmly spoke.

Then Misha raised her arms in surrender.

"Really. If you come down now, I'll forgive you."

"Really...?"

Si-ho still looked doubtful, but she slowly crept down the stairs to the first floor.

"Did you really want to go outside that much?"

"Yes..."

Misha turned her head to look at the balcony.

The greenery waved at her.

"Alright. I’ll let you go out."

"Really?"

Si-ho perked up her ears, looking pleased.

Then Misha gracefully approached her and brushed her shoulder.

"Only when we go out together."

"Okay."

Si-ho smiled brightly at the girl’s words.

Misha stared intently at her face.

She had been watching that smile from a distance all this time.

And every time, she thought,

How wonderful it would be if she smiled for me like that.

And finally, her wish came true.

Now, Si-ho is mine alone.

It’s truly ecstatic to be able to enjoy this smile all by myself.

But Misha still felt uneasy.

She never knew when two rankers might attack this place.

She was becoming impatient.

She wanted to make Si-ho hers even more.

Was it because of that feeling?

Misha sneakily moved behind Si-ho.

And then she hugged her tightly.

"I can't breathe..."

Despite Si-ho’s complaint, the girl paid no mind.

And...

She slipped her hand into the oversized T-shirt she had dressed her in.

Her hand slowly moved up Si-ho’s hip.

To the side, and then to her breasts.

The girl gently caressed her round breasts with her long fingers.

Then, Si-ho let out a sudden moan.

"Just, just a moment..."

The fox resisted, elbowing back.

But Misha grasped her breast more firmly.

Her fingers reached the tips.

And pinched the now firm nipples.

Was it because of that sensation?

Her soft breasts gradually became harder.

The girl rubbed them even more vigorously.

Then, the fox made a pained moan and clenched her thighs.

As she bent over, the girl stood on tiptoe.

And continued to play with her fingers, developing her breasts to the end.

"---."

The villa was filled with the sound of the bell around Si-ho’s neck.

As if announcing her heat loudly.

She twisted her now flexible body to barely escape from Misha.

But her body seemed sensitized enough as she gasped for breath.

"No..."

Si-ho sat on the floor, mumbling with half-closed eyes.

Then, Misha stepped back, seeming to understand.

But her eyes still voyeuristically observed Si-ho’s prominently risen chest.

Despite being covered with a white T-shirt.

The contours sharply rose due to not wearing underwear on purpose.

And that part had already become distinctly wet.

As befits an aging fox, juice was beginning to seep from her body.

Misha licked her lips at the sight of the wet T-shirt.

But she didn’t pounce on Si-ho right away.

Because she wanted to protect her.

She wanted to keep this image of Si-ho to herself forever.

If possible, forever.


  
    Chapter 101 Angel Tip 5

    It had been an hour since the comrades left.  

Under the drowsy afternoon sunlight, Si-ho curled up next to Misha and fell asleep.  

Every time she breathed softly, a sweet breath escaped.  

Misha placed a finger in that breath and looked down at her peacefully sleeping figure.  

How nice would it be if these peaceful days continued?  

The girl didn’t particularly like fights.  

In fact, among the rankers of Counters, she was the only one who had fought less than five times.  

But there was a clear reason why she was the second-in-command among Assemblywoman Park’s vassals.  

And as if to prove that reason, someone opened the villa’s front door.  

Assemblywoman Park.  

She was the only one among the other vassals who had deep communication solely with Misha.  

The woman entered gracefully, her beautiful long hair flowing behind her.  

“Misha.”  

“Yes, you’re here?”  

The girl carefully raised herself, afraid the fox might wake up.  

And then, she leisurely approached her mother.  

“Nothing unusual happened while I was gone?”  

“No. No one came, and it’s quiet.”  

The woman gently turned her head to look at the sleeping fox.  

Then, she reached out her palm toward her.  

A faint white glow swirled in Shin-ae’s palm.  

It felt as if she was sending telepathy, like a form of empathy.  

“...”  

“What’s wrong?”  

“No. I just don’t feel that energy from her anymore.”  

In the end, the assemblywoman withdrew her hand.  

And she smiled in satisfaction.  

“Of course. It was completely extracted.”  

Shin-ae did not react at all to Misha’s words.  

Instead, she clasped her hands behind her back and slowly wandered around the villa’s corridor.  

Then, she suddenly stopped and stared at the girl.  

With a very cold smile.  

“Are you sure?”  

“Huh...?”  

At the firm and sharp question, Misha froze.  

She swallowed deeply and stared straight at her mother.  

“Are you really saying you extracted Angelic Hand completely?”  

“Of course... Why would I lie to you, Mother?”  

Misha composed her expression.  

Then, once again, she smiled leisurely and answered her mother confidently.  

But even with that smile, the assemblywoman still did not put away her doubts.  

“This is strange.” 

She stared down at her own palm.  

"I've certainly mastered most of this ability’s techniques perfectly."  

The assemblywoman reached out towards Misha.  

Then, remotely, the wound on her finger healed.  

It happened in an instant.  

"But the last technique, I just can't seem to master it."  

"The last technique?"  

Misha cautiously asked back, sensing something ominous.  

At that, the assemblywoman subtly lifted the corners of her lips.  

"All of Angelic Hand's techniques are connected to the caster's life force."  

"Then, does that mean their lifespan shortens every time they use the ability?"  

Misha's mouth fell open in disbelief.  

But unlike her reaction, Shin-ae’s expression remained perfectly calm.  

"That’s right."  

"Then the risk is too great."  

At Misha’s question, the assemblywoman nodded.  

But there was a separate reason why her reaction was so lukewarm.  

"It’s fine. There's a way to replenish that lifespan."  

"How...?"  

"Angelic Hand's final technique is to steal the lifespan of another."  

Steal.  

At that word, Misha’s lips parted slightly.  

She had thought it was a beautiful ability, like a technique truly befitting an angel.  

But to think that the ultimate skill of this ability was life-draining.  

Only then did Misha realize why Assemblywoman Park had lured Si-ho here.  

It was for life force.  

She knew.  

She knew that Assemblywoman Park had long harbored a strong desire for immortality.  

That was also why she had taken Misha as her vassal.  

Misha's ability was reincarnation.  

Even if she died, she could extract her essence and transfer it to another.  

That was how the girl had lived an immortal life.  

Assemblywoman Park valued Misha's ability and took her in as a vassal, studying the secrets of reincarnation.  

But ultimately, she failed.  

Misha could only transfer her own essence.  

However, extracting another’s abilities was possible.  

So they killed the targets, extracted their abilities, and transferred them all to the assemblywoman.  

And Si-ho was destined for the same fate.  

But Misha wanted to protect her no matter what.  

Even if it meant becoming nothing more than a pet fox.  

"Before Do-hyun possessed Si-ho, he transferred his remaining lifespan to Ji-soo."  

"In other words, if you push the ability to its limit, you can either give lifespan to someone or take it from them."  

"If even that guy, who barely knew how to use his ability, managed to do it, there's no way I can't."  

Shin-ae slowly approached Misha.  

And she gently placed a hand on her shoulder.  

"I don't think the ability was completely extracted."  

Misha felt the hand on her shoulder grow unbearably heavy.  

The touch was so scorching that she thought her shoulder might melt away.  

"If Si-ho doesn’t have it, and I don’t have it, then where exactly is the final essence of Angelic Hand?"  

01’s eyes looked down at the girl.  

Misha stood frozen, unable to move under that gaze.  

"My daughter."  

"Yes..."  

"Would you mind if I read your memories?"  

Misha’s blue eyes trembled violently.  

She quickly lowered her head, trying to hide them from her mother.  

"Yes... Go ahead and read them."  

The girl murmured quietly to herself.  

At that, Shin-ae stared at her for a moment.  

Soon, a white light began to swirl from her hand.  

Feeling that light, Misha's legs trembled.  

"---!"  

But soon, the assemblywoman’s arm was forced to withdraw from the girl.  

"You..." 

Si-ho had woken up from the sofa and approached the assemblywoman.  

She perked up her ears as if recognizing her master.  

Then, she rubbed the top of her head against the assemblywoman’s glowing hand.  

As a result, the memory reading transferred from Misha to Si-ho.  

The assemblywoman was now watching the transformed Si-ho and Misha’s memories.  

As she silently read through them, she suddenly let out a small laugh.  

“You’ve been having quite an interesting time, haven’t you?”  

She gazed down at Misha with an amused look.  

At that, the girl glared and avoided her gaze.  

“Well, from your perspective, it’s certainly better if this child completely loses her ability.”  

The assemblywoman patted Si-ho’s head with a satisfied expression.  

The fox closed her eyes, relishing the touch.  

“Of course.”  

Misha replied while fiddling with Si-ho’s arm.  

Only then did the assemblywoman stop using her ability.  

“It seems I still lack training.”  

"I’ll help you as much as I can."  

"Sorry for doubting my own family."  

The radiance swirling in her hand completely vanished.  

The assemblywoman massaged her shoulder as if it was sore from using her ability.  

“Did you come here to ask about the ability extraction?”  

“No, not necessarily.”  

Assemblywoman Park lightly shook her head.  

Then, she handed the girl a paper bag she had brought.  

Inside were several small glass bottles.  

“What’s this?”  

“These are buff pills made with Angelic Hand.”  

Misha tilted her head at the word ‘buff.’  

She picked up one of the glass bottles with a curious gaze.  

The white pills inside rattled softly.  

They had a faint glow, as if coated in something white.  

“Si-ho foolishly used this great ability just to make cocktails.”  

“But in truth, turning it into pills like this is much more efficient—.”  

Misha carefully opened the bottle cap.  

She picked up a small pill.  

  

Grade: ☆☆☆☆☆ (Artifact)  

Effect: Increases all stats by 10 for 5 minutes. Can be taken multiple times.  

Info: The ultimate elixir created by Park Shin-ae. Using Angelic Hand, she compressed numerous buffs into this tiny pill.  

“I gave them to the others as well, so these are yours to keep.”  

The assemblywoman said as she playfully tickled Si-ho’s cheek with her finger.  

The fox grinned and rubbed her cheek against the finger.  

“Did you meet with the others too?”  

“Yes. Today is the day my creation will finally be put to the test.”  

Misha pondered over her words.  

Could it be that they would need to use the pills today?  

The daughter stared blankly at her mother.  

“What do you mean? Are we going to be in a fight?”  

Shin-ae casually ignored the concern in her eyes.  

“You never know. Right now, we’re the ones being pursued.”  

Misha shook her head, unable to understand.  

If a fight broke out, they could just escape.  

But her mother right now...  

It felt as if she was throwing her children into danger just to test the drug’s effects.  

Misha liked her fellow vassals.  

She had spent countless days with them.  

Even if they bickered and sometimes committed incomprehensible cruelty, they were still family.  

But her mother now...  

She had changed after gaining her abilities.  

It felt like even the last traces of familial love had disappeared.  

Misha looked at Si-ho with anxious eyes.  

The fox, unaware of anything, simply basked in the assemblywoman’s touch.  

“Well then, I’ll be going. Call me if anything happens.”  

The assemblywoman headed for the entrance.  

As she grabbed the doorknob, Misha hastily called out to her.  

“What if this location gets exposed?”  

Shin-ae paused for a moment.  

She seemed to ponder something deeply, then smiled slyly.  

“Eliminate everything and come find me.”  

“Eliminate everything...?”  

“Yes, including that child. Everything about us.”  

The assemblywoman, who had been doting on the fox just moments ago, spoke indifferently.  

Misha’s already pale face turned completely bloodless.  

She was telling her to kill her sister...?  

Her entire body trembled at the future looming ahead.  

A vassal could not disobey their master’s orders.  

If this place was discovered, Misha would have no choice but to follow her mother’s command.  

Shin-ae knew that all too well and was deliberately pushing her children into battle.  

In the end, the vassals she called family...  

Were nothing more than pawns to measure Angelic Hand’s power.  

And Misha, at best, was the ‘king’ who had the right to survive.  

The front door closed.  

The assemblywoman’s heels clicked away, growing fainter.  

Even after the sound completely disappeared, Misha couldn’t move at all.  

Si-ho approached her.  

The fox looked at her with a worried expression.  

Seeing her face full of concern made Misha’s eyes well up with tears.  

She swallowed back the rising emotions and hugged Si-ho tightly.  

“Unnie... What do we do...”  

Si-ho tilted her head at Misha’s trembling voice.  

Then, as if realizing she was anxious and sad, she silently embraced her.  

“It’s okay.”  

A short sentence.  

Even though she knew nothing, she was trying her best to comfort her.  

Misha squeezed her eyes shut.  

She loved this side of Si-ho.  

Ever since the time she had been watching over her.  

What if she weren’t a ranker of Counters but just a girl named Misha?  

Then, she could have met Si-ho openly and been a good sister to her.  

But unfortunately, Si-ho had caught Assemblywoman Park’s attention.  

Bound by her orders, Misha had no choice but to bring the bartender here.  

Misha was consumed by guilt.  

But the more that guilt grew, the less she wanted to give up on her.  

Misha’s blue eyes glowed sharply.  

No matter what, she wanted to protect Si-ho from everyone.  

***

06’s car rattled.  

The road to the golf course in Anyang was rough, making every trip a hassle.  

But that also meant it was sparsely populated.  

Which made it the perfect place for a secret deal.  

08, sitting in the passenger seat, fiddled with the bottle of pills Mother had given him.  

The boy absentmindedly stared at its contents.  

When they reached level ground after climbing an uphill road, the car came to a stop.  

08 turned to 06, wondering why they had stopped when they weren’t at the meeting spot yet.  

“We have to walk from here.”  

The bald man got out of the driver’s seat first.  

Then, he retrieved Ji-hoo’s medicine case from the trunk.  

08 took the case.  

The two rankers casually walked toward the meeting point.  

A deserted backyard.  

Only a few stray golf balls from the course rolled around on the ground.  

Following the scattered golf balls deeper, a man’s silhouette appeared.  

Their contact, Lee Dae-eun.  

As usual, he greeted the two rankers with an icy expression. 
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    "You're a little late."  

Lee Dae-eun spoke as he looked at the two rankers.  

06 smirked at his words and shrugged.  

"The security has been really tight lately."  

"You wouldn’t need to worry about that when meeting me."  

"Of course. I didn’t see even a single ant on the way here."  

The bald man leisurely approached Dae-eun.  

Now, the two were close enough to reach each other in just two steps.  

Once they handed over what they each wanted, the deal would be done.  

They would simply go their separate ways.  

06 was the first to extend his hand.  

"As always, it’s cash, right?"  

"Yeah."  

Dae-eun was about to hand over the bag without hesitation.  

But just before 06's hand could reach it, he suddenly stopped.  

"What’s this, all of a sudden?"  

"We’ll exchange at the same time."  

"Come on, you’re the boss, and yet you’re this scared?"  

06 motioned with his fingers toward 08.  

At that, the black-haired boy approached and handed him a case containing the drugs.  

"..."  

Dae-eun opened the case he received.  

Inside, he confirmed two potion capsules emitting a faint glow.  

"Why are there only two?"  

"Lately, the Assemblyman has been busy. He said he’ll get you an even better version next time."  

Dae-eun looked at the man with serious eyes.  

Even though he had risen to rank 5, he could only remain in a position where he had to wait.  

Because his son was sick.  

If he wanted Ji-hoo to speak, he had no choice but to rely on the Assemblyman’s medicine.  

"Alright..."  

"Oh? You sound a little angry just now."  

06 pointed his finger at the ranker as if mocking him.  

Dae-eun bit his lip and turned his head away.  

"Don’t worry too much. Just two more doses, and he’ll stop being mute."  

The man shouted after the retreating Dae-eun.  

At his voice, the ranker paused for a moment.  

Then, in a calm voice, he asked him.  

"That line... I feel like I’ve heard it before."  

"Oh, have you?"  

06 smirked and played dumb.  

Disgusted by his act, Dae-eun lowered his voice and warned him.  

"Be careful. The way down is rougher."  

"You too. If you drop that bottle on your way down, it’ll be a disaster, right?"  

"I’ll keep that in mind."  

Dae-eun, still holding the case, headed toward the darkened golf course.  

The two rankers watched him leisurely.  

"Acting all high and mighty... when he’s just some guy doing shady deals."  

08 glanced up at 06.  

Perhaps feeling uneasy about the man’s confident demeanor, the boy hurriedly urged him.  

"Let’s go quickly too. If we stay here too long, we might get caught. It’s dangerous."  

"Dangerous? Haven’t you taken Mother’s medicine yet?"  

The man looked down at the boy as if mocking him.  

His eyes shone even sharper than usual.  

"Medicine...?"  

"Yeah, with this, anyone becomes nothing but a handful of dust."  

06 raised his arm into the air.  

His muscles stood out even more than usual.  

"The effect is that strong?"  

"It’s beyond words. Honestly, I almost wish someone would catch us so I could test it out."  

06 said as he got into the car.  

Sitting in the passenger seat, the boy stared intently at the medicine bottle he had mentioned.  

"---."  

Pitch-black darkness.  

The car carrying the two sped down the mountain road, relying only on the twin headlights.  

The rough ride made the car seats shake.  

Because of that, the pills in the boy’s hands rattled as well.  

As if whispering to him, telling him to swallow them.  

Disgusted by the sound, 08 shoved the medicine deep into his bag.  

"Next time, we should be the ones to pick the meeting place."  

Annoyed by the bumpy ride, 06 muttered.  

He irritably jerked the steering wheel and pressed down on the accelerator.  

But...  

Soon, 06 could no longer focus on driving.  

The silhouette of an animal appeared ahead.  

It hadn’t yet been fully illuminated by the headlights, only casting a dark shape.  

But one thing was clear—it was blocking their path.  

"What the hell, is it a deer?"  

06 pressed the horn impatiently.  

But even at the sound, the black figure didn’t move.  

"This bastard..."  

Frustrated, 06 repeatedly honked the horn.  

But soon, he had no choice but to stop.  

Because.  

The thing he thought was a deer began to step into the twin headlights.  

And its true form was horrifying beyond words.  

"Flesh...?"  

Both rankers furrowed their brows.  

The grotesqueness they were witnessing for the first time stripped away all of 06’s usual composure.  

Instinctively, he shifted the gear into reverse.  

Still preoccupied with the medicine, the boy hadn’t seen the creature properly and asked the man.  

"What? Why are you suddenly reversing?"  

"I think we’ve been caught."  

"What?"  

"Get ready to fight. This isn’t just any opponent."  

With a serious tone, 06 sped up the reverse gear.  

At that moment, the deer, which had been slowly approaching, suddenly charged at an insane speed.  

As it entered the light, the boy realized why 06 was backing away.  

A deer stitched together from human flesh.  

As if freshly made, blood oozed from the stitched seams.  

Even its eyes were not those of a deer but seemed distinctly human.  

Drooling from its mouth, the creature radiated madness as it leaped at the windshield.  

And the moment it touched the vehicle—  

A deafening explosion erupted.  

The once-quiet mountain was filled with the sound of an explosion.  

Thick dust scattered, and the car carrying the two rankers vanished into the flames.  

As the smoke dispersed, 06’s crouched figure was revealed.  

The man had instinctively shielded 08, protecting him from the fire.  

"Where are you?"  

The bald man shouted into the darkness.  

His skin, covered in soot, had turned pitch black.  

But despite taking the explosion head-on, not a single scratch marred his flesh.  

08, however, was different.  

Not being a physical fighter, he grimaced and clutched his burned arm.  

"Take the medicine quickly."  

"..."  

In the end, the boy took out the bottle and shook two pills into his palm.  

"Too bad. I was hoping to blow you up along with the car."  

A woman’s voice echoed from the darkness.  

Both rankers turned their eyes toward the voice.  

And then.  

Three women emerged.  

A Hunter Killer who had slain dozens of rankers.  

An executive of a black organization.  

And a Flame Swordsman burning with revenge.  

The three of them calmly approached the rankers of Counters.  

Their objective was simple.  

To rescue a kidnapped woman.  

And to kill everyone involved in her abduction.  

That was all.  

"08, listen carefully."

The man spoke in an excited voice.
He curled his lips upward in delight as he looked at the women before him.
"I'll take care of Anna. Split up, fight separately, and return to the villa on your own."
"...Got it."
08 did not swallow the medicine.
Instead, he placed it into his dress shirt pocket for the time being.
"Alright, let's go!"
06 began sprinting into the forest.
08 headed downhill.
The two rankers simultaneously disrupted their opponents.
Anna skillfully pursued 06 first.
"What about us?"
Ji-soo asked indifferently, watching Anna disappear.
The red-eyed woman responded in a cold voice.
"We go after the rest."
Executor chased 08 down the mountainside without hesitation.
Ji-soo followed her leisurely, gripping the vice chairman's sword.
"---."
06 tore through the dense forest without hesitation.
He was moving so fast that he occasionally crashed into trees.
But it didn’t matter how many trees he hit.
His body was as solid as steel.
He shattered everything in his path as he moved.
The trail he left behind looked as if a storm had ravaged it.
06 marveled at the newfound capabilities of his body.
Normally, increased durability would slow a person down, yet his speed had also surged.
It felt as if his body was hollow, like stainless steel.
But his amazement quickly faded.
Despite his speed, the distance between him and Anna was gradually closing.
Even in the pitch-black darkness, her silver hair shimmered.
That ominous glint of death made the man glance back.
Normally, fighting Anna was nothing short of suicidal.
But right now, all of his stats have risen by 20 thanks to Mother’s medicine.
If necessary, he could take another dose.
Confident in his advantage, the ranker arrived at a clearing.
There, he halted to face the silver killer.
"Anna Danilova."
The man welcomed her in an exhilarated voice.
But Anna gave no response to his greeting.
She simply drew the longsword at her waist.
The moonlight reflected off the blade, making it gleam menacingly.
That was the weapon Anna only used when she had to kill someone.
The blood of countless rankers had seeped into that blade.
"No need to rush."
06 shook his head nonchalantly.
Then, he calmly raised his fists into a fighting stance.
"I'm not going to run."
"..."
"I've always wanted to fight you at full strength... against the greatest physical prowess of mankind."
06 scanned her from head to toe.
A black tactical jacket and work pants.
The outfit Anna wore only when she was certain to kill.
She removed the jacket.
Her smooth, white shoulders and defined chest came into view.
But she wasn’t just feminine.
Her body was built for killing, with well-defined abs and lean muscles.
Seeing her physique, 06 grinned.
So this was the ultimate organism created by the facility.
Anna ignored his smirk and raised her sword.
Then, she asked him flatly.
"Where is Si-ho?"
"Why do you care about that girl?"
"Because I need her."
Anna spoke with hollow eyes.
But 06 burst into laughter as if her words were ridiculous.
He laughed so hard that his swollen muscles twitched.
"A murderer having someone precious to them!"
"If you tell me, I'll let you live."
06’s eyes widened in disbelief.
"Did I hear that right?"
A grin stretched across his face, reaching all the way to his ears as if he were high on drugs.
Anna silently watched his unsettling smile.
"You, letting someone live? You must be desperate."
The man began cracking his stiff neck from side to side.
His trapezius muscles swelled grotesquely.
"If she managed to push you this far, that girl must be really something. But..."
06 arrogantly lifted his chin.
Then, with half-lidded eyes, he taunted Anna.
"She’s already no better than a beast. She'd be better off dead!"
06 should not have said that.
The moment he uttered the word ‘beast,’ his supposedly solid side split open like tofu.
"---!"
It happened in an instant.
Even though he had enhanced his physical abilities with the drug,
He couldn’t even see Anna as she slashed through him.
By the time he noticed, she had already landed behind him.
Her sword was now stained with red.
She lightly flicked the blade, shaking off the blood.
As if she were wiping away the filth of a dirty beast.
"The beasts are you people."
"And me as well."
06 looked down at his torn side.
The stinging pain irritated him, making him even more excited.
"You're definitely interesting..."
His lat muscles twitched.
Like something alive, his flesh shifted, moving to cover his wounded side.
The deep gash sealed shut in an instant.
"Hah..."
He trembled with pleasure.
Then, with his eyes closed, he slowly lifted his head toward the night sky.
06 bent his knees.
Then, with an almost unnatural flex of his muscles, he shot toward Anna in an instant.
His fist hurtled toward her side.
She immediately raised her sword to block it.
06 expected his hand to be sliced apart by the razor-sharp blade.
But instead, his fist clashed with the sword and resonated.
Like metal striking metal.
A deep, reverberating clang echoed through the area, rustling the leaves around them.
Even the birds and insects that had been chirping moments ago fell silent.
"What the..."
"This is actually fun."
06's fist began pushing against Anna’s sword.
The once sturdy blade slowly started to bend like taffy.
For the first time, a slight twitch formed on Anna’s expressionless face.
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    06’s fist pushed against Anna’s dagger.  

In response, she immediately twisted her blade to deflect his strength.  

The man was thrown forward by the momentum of his punch.  

As his solar plexus came closer, Anna struck it with her elbow.  

“Ow!”  

06 let out a dull exclamation.  

His crushed solar plexus wriggled.  

“That hurts!”  

Without changing his posture, he kicked Anna.  

The skilled killer immediately blocked it by angling her blade.  

But the sheer strength of the kick sent her flying back.  

Perhaps due to the friction from being pushed back, heat rose from her shoes.  

06 did not miss that moment.  

As the startled killer hesitated, the man lunged and threw a powerful punch.  

This time, Anna did not counter his attack and instead kept retreating.  

“Why aren’t you charging in like before? Did you finally get scared?”  

She gave no response to his taunt.  

Instead… she spun her longsword like a fencing blade to maintain distance.  

Her target was his limbs.  

If he punched, she would strike his arm.  

If he chased her, she would cut his legs.  

Annoyed by the tricky distance play, 06 clenched his teeth.  

He threw his entire body forward and instantly closed the gap between them.  

In the process, his side and arm were deeply slashed, but he managed to grab Anna’s shoulder.  

“You idiot, did you really think I was just going to stand here and take it?”  

Confident of his victory, he gripped her shoulder tightly and put all his strength into his other fist.  

And the moment he swung it toward Anna’s face—  

She bent down as if collapsing and let go of her longsword.  

Instead, she pulled two daggers from her inner pocket, crossing them as she drew them out.  

Thus began her specialty.  

The twin daggers in her hands plunged into both sides of his ribs.  

Once, twice, three times.  

As the blades repeatedly stabbed between the gaps, black blood gushed from 06’s mouth.  

Desperately, he swung his fist to push her away.  

But by then, Anna had already withdrawn from him.  

His body was already in tatters.  

Blood leaked from him like oil.  

He was receiving the same treatment he had once given to Ji-soo.  

On top of that, a strange numbness crept in with every wave of pain.  

At that moment, 06 realized.  

Anna was on a completely different level.  

As a ranker, he had fought countless strong opponents.  

But Anna’s style was nothing like the double-digit rankers he had faced before. 

If duels with other rankers felt like a turn-based PvP game, exchanging attacks one by one  

Then Anna felt like fighting a true killer.  

No matter how much he blocked or endured, his turn to attack never came.  

If he forced himself to swing his arm, his body would be shredded like rags.  

Her movements were solely meant to kill.  

The moment he realized that, he felt fear.  

Am I... feeling fear?  

His cheekbone trembled.  

Even after increasing all his stats by 20...!  

His upper body shook.  

Soon, the tattoo engraved on his shoulder began to glow red.  

That light soon turned into a voice echoing in 06’s head.  

“Assemblywoman...?”  

「Kill Anna.」  

The command of the Familiar constricted his body.  

A chill ran down 06’s spine as he looked at Anna with a frightened expression.  

But he wasn’t afraid of Anna.  

What was scarier than Anna was the command of the Familiar.  

Even if he wanted to disobey, he couldn’t.  

That was Shin-ae’s power.  

「With your current strength, it’s more than possible.」  

“...”  

It was the whisper of a devil.  

He couldn’t believe those words.  

He wanted to grab her right now, place her in front of Anna, and make her say it again.  

Then surely, even Mother would take back her words.  

But as someone marked by the Familiar’s brand, he had no choice.  

All he could do was obey.  

Hurriedly, he pulled a glass vial from his pocket.  

Then, he started dumping pills into his palm.  

His hand trembled so much that half of the pills spilled to the ground.  

But he didn’t care.  

He simply shoved the pills into his mouth, following the Familiar’s command.  

The loud crunching of pills echoed in the air.  

Anna watched him with disgust.  

“Relying on drugs? Looks like Korean rankers aren’t what they used to be.”  

At her words, 06 let out a bitter laugh.  

Cold sweat dripped from his forehead as he spoke.  

“This is the only way I can beat you.”  

“I was ordered to kill you.”  

Anna exhaled shortly at his words.  

Then she quietly asked.  

“You? Kill me?”  

“I have no choice. If I don’t kill you, I’ll die instead.”  

After swallowing a massive dose of drugs, he crouched down.  

His body began to swell bright red.  

Like an engine, crimson smoke rose from him.  

His face swelled to the point of bursting, and his gaze fixed on a single person.  

The woman he must kill.  

Anna.  

His muscle fibers tore through his skin and bulged outward.  

The spiraling, tightly wound muscles looked like reinforced steel.  

The primeval human.  

Muscles that could only be forged through countless battles and training wrapped his entire body.  

Having overcome yet another limit, 06 bent his knees just like before.  

But his movements were vastly different this time.  

As his soles pressed against the ground, the earth beneath him began to sink.  

And then.  

06 launched himself like a spring, and the ground he stepped on was completely obliterated as if hit by an earthquake.  

His fist tore through the air and struck Anna’s abdomen.  

Her flesh twisted into a spiral, and she was sent flying into the forest.  

The sound of trees shattering echoed relentlessly.  

Soon, her body crashed into the ground, sending up a thick cloud of dust.  

A perfect hit.  

But 06 wasn’t satisfied yet. 

I have to do my best.  

If I want to survive.  

He leaped into the air and stomped down into the smoke.  

06’s massive foot, like a war hammer, crashed onto the ground.  

The earth beneath him cracked apart like an earthquake.  

In that split second, Anna twisted her body just in time to evade the strike.  

The number of pills 06 had taken was at least ten.  

With his total stats exceeding 100, he was no longer within the realm of humanity.  

As Anna pushed herself up, she slashed at his ankle with her dagger.  

But not a single drop of blood spilled from the wound.  

His blood had hardened, coagulated like solid rock.  

Like an ancient warrior hardened by countless wars, even his blood was solid.  

“Hah. So Mother really did have a plan after all.”  

He muttered as he watched Anna struggle to her feet.  

Her lost daggers lay scattered on the ground.  

“She must have seen a chance of victory to give me this order.”  

The lower part of Anna’s sleeveless top was completely torn.  

Her bruised abdomen was fully exposed.  

In contrast, 06 casually stretched his stiff neck.  

The paralysis poison was easily overcome with his increased stats.  

Anna wiped the blood from her lips with the back of her hand.  

As she stared blankly at the blood droplets, she spaced out for a moment.  

“Si-ho really is an idiot. With such an incredible ability, she wasted it on making cocktails.”  

At the mention of that name, Anna’s previously dazed eyes sharpened again.  

06, oblivious, continued speaking as he pleased.  

“If that woman made you a drug like this, you could’ve become Rank 1. Maybe even the world’s No. 1.”  

The primeval human crossed his arms, savoring the drug’s effects.  

Anna simply stared at him.  

Then, as if realizing something, her lips curled up.  

A short laugh escaped her.  

“How ridiculous.”  

At those words, the primeval human frowned.  

Her arrogance despite being injured irritated him immensely.  

“What...?”  

“Do you really think Si-ho didn’t buff me because she’s stupid?”  

06 tilted his chin up, intrigued by her next words.  

“Then, what’s the reason?”  

Instead of answering, Anna pulled out her longsword again.  

But this time, she gripped it firmly with both hands.  

“Because I don’t need a buff.”  

The thick smoke churned violently.  

Before the particles could even settle, Anna shot out from within.  

She swung her blade at 06’s side.  

The primeval human smirked at the sight.  

He took the attack head-on and raised his fist into the air.  

The sharp blade buried itself in his side.  

If she wanted to dodge his punch, she would have to let go of her sword and escape.  

Since his real target was her weapon, he tightened his muscles, locking the sword in place.  

Then, he swung his fist down.  

However, his punch never reached Anna.  

Nor did he manage to take her sword.  

Anna, with her hands still gripping the hilt, spun her entire body along with it, avoiding the attack.  

Thanks to her spin, his side was cut even deeper.  

Panicked, he rushed to grab her and force her into a grappling fight.  

But each time he grabbed her, she simply twisted in the same direction and slipped away with ease.  

“Flustered, are we?”  

Anna asked leisurely as she pulled out her blade.  

06 staggered back, his side throbbing painfully.  

“What’s the point of receiving a buff if you don’t even know how to use it properly?”  

Anna’s murky eyes thinned into a sharp slit.  

06, seeing her taunt for the first time, trembled in rage.  

“You... arrogant bitch!”  

Driven into a corner, 06 focused all his muscle power into his fist.  

Then, he threw a powerful punch.  

He was certain Anna would dodge again.  

He had analyzed her pattern—she always evaded and closed in afterward.  

He planned to knee her in the ribs when she slipped beneath him, even if it meant tearing his own muscles.  

But this time, Anna didn’t dodge.  

Instead, she raised her sword to meet his fist head-on.  

“You idiot...! You couldn’t even withstand two pills last time!”  

Fist and blade clashed once again.  

The brutal impact split the leaves in the air.  

“You think you can handle me now?”  

The primeval human’s forearm muscles swelled grotesquely.  

He intended to crush both the sword and her body in one blow.  

The blade bent like a bow under the pressure.  

If she endured any longer, it would shatter.  

But at that moment—  

Anna didn’t back down. Instead, she poured all her strength into gripping the hilt.  

The sword snapped in half.  

With the force of both their strengths combined, the remaining blade shot straight toward 06’s throat.  

And in a single, clean stroke—  

His throat was sliced open.  

“---.”  

The massive body collapsed to the ground.  

The impact was so loud that even the birds nesting far away took flight into the night sky.  

His severed head rolled across the sandy ground.  

Anna silently gazed at it for a moment.  

Then, as if recalling something, she hurriedly approached 06’s corpse.  

The grotesquely pumped-up body was shrinking at an alarming rate.  

As it shrank, a white light seeped out from his severed throat.  

Anna knew that light.  

The radiance of Angelic Hand.  

The glow touched the ground and melted away like snow.  

Before her fingers could even reach it.  

“Si-ho...”  

Anna was struck with unease.  

She feared that Si-ho would disappear just like that light.  

That fear soon turned into regret.  

She shouldn’t have killed him.  

She should have captured him alive and forced him to reveal Si-ho’s whereabouts.  

In the end, she had made another mistake.  

Her trembling grip tightened around her broken sword.  

Without hesitation, Anna threw the remaining half of the blade to the ground.  

The ground was littered with nothing but shattered swords. 
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    Meanwhile, Executor and Ji-soo chased after the distant 08.  

As they descended the rough mountainside, a ruined city greeted them.  

It was just like the abandoned city where Do-hyun and Ji-soo had died.  

At the familiar sight, Ji-soo's eyebrow twitched.  

08 stopped walking as soon as he arrived there.  

Then, as if he had been waiting, he turned his head and faced the two of them.  

"Looks like you don't have the strength to run anymore?"  

Executor asked the boy in a cold voice.  

At that, 08 furrowed his brows deeply and glared at her.  

Executor.  

One of Ilshim’s four executives, ranked in the 80s.  

Extremely weak for a Ranker.  

But that was only because she wasn’t part of the Association and was listed under an outdated, fake ranking.  

According to what the Assemblyman had told him, she had once reached a single-digit ranking.  

In other words, she wasn’t someone a newly debuted Ranker like him could hope to defeat.  

Then, as his anxiety grew, a reddish glow flickered over the tattoo beneath his eye.  

Soon, just like when he had faced 06, he heard the Assemblyman’s voice.  

「08.」  

“Assemblyman...?”  

「Do not be afraid.」  

How could he not be afraid?  

Facing Executor alone was overwhelming enough, but now he had to fight that damned Flame Swordsman in a two-on-one battle…  

How could he not be afraid?  

「Take the medicine.」  

At the word 'medicine,' 08 suddenly recalled the pills he had tucked into his dress shirt.  

Hurriedly, he pulled them out and looked down at them.  

He thought he had taken out two, but there were actually three.  

「It will awaken your hidden power.」  

"Hidden power..?"  

08 was not physically strong.  

His physical abilities might have been far inferior even to Ji-soo, a B-rank Hunter.  

And yet, he had still managed to become a Ranker.  

That was because his shadow was special enough to offset all of his shortcomings.  

Moreover, he was still a rising talent.  

If he pushed his abilities to the limit, no one knew what could happen.  

In the end, he swallowed the pills.  

As commanded by his master.  

Immediately, his body started to writhe uncomfortably.  

Soon, he began gagging violently.  

The pain was so intense that he collapsed to his knees, his entire body writhing in agony.  

At the unpleasant sight, Ji-soo's amber eyes twitched.  

“What the hell is that…?”  

Ji-soo asked, but Executor shook her head.

She calmly spoke to Do-hyun’s first love.  

"I’ll handle that. You deal with the shell."  

"The shell...?"  

When Ji-soo asked back, Executor pointed at the boy's shadow with her finger.  

From 08's mouth, which was gagging, black blood began to pour out.  

As the blood spread on the ground.  

The spot darkened so deeply that even the moonlight could not shine through.  

A substance of pure darkness.  

That substance soon rose on its own and took the shape of a human.  

08 stared at the darkness.  

Because a number was engraved on the shadow human’s shoulder blades.  

The boy muttered the reddish number.  

"02..?"  

The shadow glanced at the boy.  

A grotesque face with no eyes, nose, or mouth.  

A deep, heavy man’s voice came from its face.  

"You've grown a lot."  

Number 02 had never been properly known.  

The only information was that he had been ranked 2nd when the first Gate opened.  

After blocking the monsters and dying, his corpse had been stolen, and his essence had been implanted into 08's body.  

Now that the boy had grown through the pills, 02, who had been sleeping inside, had awakened as well.  

The awakened Inaugural Ranker calmly looked at Executor.  

"There was a reason Mother went out of her way to wake me up."  

As a true Ranker, the shadow human quickly recognized that she was not an easy opponent.  

He quietly warned the boy.  

"That woman... is beyond what you can handle."  

The shadow human brought his palms together in a prayer-like gesture.  

With that stance, he stared intently at Executor, as if scanning her.  

Soon, his form began to distort.  

In no time, 02 had transformed into an exact replica of Executor.  

"Go. I will handle this."  

The past-life 02 humbly spoke to the present-life 08.  

With the same voice as Executor.  

The boy hesitated, then quickly started running away.  

Ji-soo urgently chased after the fleeing Ranker.  

"Stop right there!"  

Ji-soo wandered through the city, following the escaping boy.  

Turning a corner, she entered a dark alleyway.  

A passage so dark that even the moonlight could not reach.  

The moment Ji-soo stepped into that darkness.  

"---!"  

She instinctively twisted her body.  

A spike had shot out from the darkness, aiming for her head.  

Barely dodging it, Ji-soo immediately drew the Vice Chairman’s sword.  

Then, surrounding herself with flames, she illuminated the area.  

"What the hell is this..."  

The moment she witnessed the revealed surroundings.  

She muttered to herself, stunned.  

In the darkness, apart from the flames, countless black hands writhed.  

And among those hands, the boy reappeared.  

"You actually chased me all the way here?"  

08 perched confidently on the ruins of a building.  

Then, he gestured to the black hands.  

Ordering them to kill Ji-soo.  

The hands lunged at Ji-soo as if they were alive.  

In response, Ji-soo ignited even stronger flames from her body.  

The black strikes that touched the fire turned to ashes and vanished.  

At the sight, 08 bit his lip.  

No matter how much of a Ranker he was.  

His compatibility was terrible against Ji-soo, who used flames to block out the darkness.  

In the end, he brought his palms together again and condensed the shadows.  

A massive black hand formed.  

Just like the one that had attacked her at the lab, it surged forward once more.  

Thanks to the pills, it had grown even larger, and it attacked Ji-soo far faster than before.  

However.  

Ji-soo hadn’t been idle all this time either.  

She was a swordswoman by nature.  

She was no longer defenseless like when she escaped the lab.  

And now, she had a reliable sword.  

Ji-soo raised Na-hyun’s sword.  

Then, she softly ran her hand along the blade.  

As if in response, red flames gradually ignited from the sword.  

Burning fiercely, as if oil had been poured on it.  

"I've finally met you."  

She gripped the sword firmly with both hands.  

And aimed it sharply at the enemy of her fallen comrades.  

The massive hand descended.  

Ji-soo charged directly at the overwhelming palm.  

Like a moth to a flame.  

"You idiot, charging in recklessly again?!"  

The nerve on the boy's forehead twitched sharply.  

The enlarged giant's hand crushed the moth.  

"---!"  

But she was no longer a moth.  

Cracks began to form in the jet-black, solid hand.  

The enormous hand, engulfed in flames, split in half.  

Just like the Wyvern they had once slain together.

Through the split gap, Ji-soo burst through.  

Covered in black ink, she aimed straight for the boy’s throat.  

Just before the blade touched his face.  

08 summoned a shadow sword from the ground to clash against it.  

"Khk...!"  

His stats had definitely increased by 30.  

But he struggled to withstand Ji-soo’s sword, burning with vengeance.  

His hand gripping the shadow sword trembled.  

So much that his blood dripped down into the dark world.  

The boy swung his sword with all his strength, veins bulging on his face.  

He barely managed to push Ji-soo away.  

But.  

"This is just the beginning...!"  

Ji-soo shouted at the top of her lungs.  

The massive sword she gripped with both hands slashed toward the boy’s side.  

08 clenched his teeth and barely dodged the fierce strike.  

Whenever their swords clashed, the overwhelming difference in power made him let out involuntary gasps.  

Even if he blocked the attack, the impact still transferred directly to him.  

"What’s wrong? Surprised?"  

Ji-soo’s amber eyes burned.  

The boy looked at her with an exhausted expression.  

He had definitely become stronger with the pills...  

So why was he struggling against a mere B-rank Hunter, who was weaker than a bug?  

Ji-soo took off the jacket she was wearing to finish him off.  

Her grotesque arm was revealed.  

Hands calloused and bruised from relentless training.  

Arms wrapped tightly in bandages due to torn muscles and ruptured tissue.  

The moment he saw that, 08 realized.  

While he had relied solely on drugs and abilities.  

Ji-soo had trained her body as well as her abilities.  

No matter how great his abilities were.  

He couldn't defeat a swordswoman who had trained for years while wielding multiple abilities.  

Ji-soo gripped the massive longsword with one hand.  

Like the absolute ruler of Ilshim.  

Then, swiftly and gracefully, she swung with all her strength.  

Flames roared along the path of her strike.  

The fire formed a vortex, engulfing the boy’s entire body.  

08 raised his arms to shield his face, but he couldn’t withstand the attack.  

With a devastating impact, 08’s body turned to ashes and was sent flying.  

In the end, he crashed into a pillar supporting a building.  

"---."  

Only swirling ash filled the ruins.  

The Flame Swordsman walked leisurely toward the dust.  

She gazed indifferently at the collapsed wreckage.  

Inside, 08 lay sprawled, his entire body charred black.  

The only part of him untouched was his pupils.  

His smooth eyes stared up at Ji-soo.  

With his crumbling lips, 08 muttered.  

"I should have killed you properly back then..."  

"You’re right. I should have killed you all back then, too."  

Ji-soo replied in the same manner, looking down at him.  

The situation had completely reversed from the past Wyvern raid.  

"Then I could have saved Do-hyun..."  

The swordswoman’s voice trembled faintly.  

Her longing for him quickly turned into rage.  

Breaking free from her sorrowful past, Ji-soo coldly questioned 08.  

"Where is Si-ho?"  

"Si-ho...?"  

"The woman you kidnapped."  

08’s darkened eyes stared at her.  

Then, as if realizing something, his shattered lips curled into a mocking grin.  

"You idiot, don’t tell me you don’t recognize your own comrade?"  

"...What?"  

"She’s far too good for someone like you."  

08’s voice grew weaker, as if he no longer had the strength to speak.  

Seeing that, unease crept over Ji-soo.  

"If only she didn’t have that past."  

Ji-soo couldn’t understand 08’s muttering.  

But sensing it might be an important clue, she quickly grabbed him and demanded.  

"What do you mean? Tell me! Where is Si-ho...?"  

The moment Ji-soo gripped 08’s shoulder, his body completely crumbled.  

Scattering like dust into the air.  

"... "  

Ji-soo stared blankly at the remains left on her palm.  

Light and worthless.  

She clenched the powder tightly and stood up once more.  

Then, she hurried back toward Executor.  

Now, the only one who knew Si-ho’s whereabouts.  

Was 02.
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    Executor indifferently stared at 02, who looked exactly like her.  

Height, shape, and even behavior were the same.  

The only difference was their attitude.  

Unlike herself, who was in a hurry to find Si-ho, 02 leisurely gazed at Executor.  

Meeting those feminine eyes, Executor smirked.  

"Is this what it feels like to see myself directly?"  

"..."  

"Well, it's not bad. It's similar to when I was an active model."  

02 opened her mouth at Executor’s remark.  

Before she knew it, even her voice had become identical as she spoke flatly.  

"I’m just mimicking you exactly, but our essence isn't the same."  

"What kind of bullshit is that?"  

"I'm merely copying your every action like a mirror."  

Executor’s eyebrow twitched at the way 02 openly revealed her weakness.  

As if she was certain she would win even if the truth was known, she was unbearably arrogant.  

At 02’s relaxed demeanor, Executor's red eyes narrowed sharply.  

"Let’s make a contract before we fight."  

"A contract?"  

"People like us from the underworld always stake something when we fight."  

"For a thug, you sure are full of yourself."  

02 scoffed at Executor’s words.  

"If I win, you tell me Si-ho’s location."  

"Ah, that girl?"  

"The fact that you recognize her means you definitely know where she is."  

Caught by Executor’s leading question, 02 momentarily fell silent.  

Seeing this, the seasoned loan shark smirked.  

"Now, state your conditions."  

"If I win, I’ll take your body."  

Executor’s lips parted at the eerie words.  

But soon, she scanned 02’s body up and down as if satisfied.  

"Well, I suppose it’s worth wanting."  

She soon stopped nodding.  

Then, she muttered quietly.  

"Then, the contract is sealed."  

With those words, silence settled over the abandoned city.  

Executor was the first to break it.  

She quickly reached into the inner pocket of her jacket.  

In just two seconds.  

Pulling out a pistol, she aimed at 02’s head and pulled the trigger without hesitation.  

But.  

The bullet never reached 02.  

Because 02, who copied her movements exactly, had also fired a pistol at the same moment.  

Their bullets collided at the same point and ricocheted away together.  

"Unbelievable..."  

Executor muttered as smoke curled from her gun.  

02 playfully blew at the rising smoke as if mocking her.  

"Any action you take to attack me, I will automatically mirror."  

"Is that so?"

Executor, utterly exasperated, refocused her mind.  

Her red eyes gleamed intensely.  

"Let’s see if abilities work too."  

She concentrated all her strength into her palm.  

Then, she slammed it down onto the ground.  

"---."  

An old wall collapsed, revealing a massive dummy.  

A tank dummy made by clumping together all sorts of human muscles.  

Clenching its fist, the creature charged at 02.  

But at that moment.  

02 mimicked Executor's actions exactly, summoning a shadow dummy.  

The only difference was its black color, but otherwise, it was identical to Executor’s summon.  

The two massive fists collided.  

A deafening resonance echoed throughout the city.  

Soon, both fists began to shatter like tofu.  

After the fists, the arms. After the arms, the shoulders.  

Their entire bodies crumbled into fragments, scattering flesh onto the ground.  

Without missing a beat, Executor summoned another dummy from the ground.  

  

Ranking: Former Rank 12.  

Class: Wandering Swordsman.  

Info: Enjoyed fighting opponents stronger than himself. Eventually died to Lee Dae-eun, who was more powerful.  

A dummy wearing a pressed-down straw hat twisted grotesquely.  

The swordsman, having found his target, twisted his wrist and gripped his longsword.  

Then, he dashed into the downpour of flesh.  

Breaking through the obstructed vision, the swordsman aimed for 02.  

But soon, he faced a copy identical to himself.  

An attack with the left hand was met with a strike from the right.  

A counter with the right was met with retaliation from the left.  

Their swords clashed countless times before they locked into a power struggle.  

The two blades screeched as they slid against each other.  

Red sparks flew and landed on the fallen flesh.  

The scent of searing meat filled the battlefield.  

They clashed again, and simultaneously, both swordsmen spun, aiming for each other's calves.  

Identical wounds appeared on both of their legs.  

Staggering, the swordsmen distanced themselves.  

In the brief moment of respite, Executor keenly observed the two figures’ legs.  

Her swordsman had a wound on the left leg.  

02’s swordsman had a wound on the right.  

A mirror reflection.  

Deep in thought, she issued a new command.  

Executor tapped her own shoulder.  

As if responding, the Nameless Swordsman targeted his opponent’s shoulder.  

02 also touched her own shoulder.  

But.  

Executor only pretended to touch her shoulder and instead slid her hand across her throat.  

A deceptive fake signal.  

True to his rank as 12th place, the Nameless Swordsman understood her command.  

Feigning an attack on the shoulder, he drove his blade deeper, aiming for the neck.  

"---!"  

In that fleeting moment.  

The two blades crossed, releasing a sharp flash of light.  

The falling flesh split neatly in half.  

As did the heads of both swordsmen.  

A warrior who relished battles against the strong.  

Satisfied with his final match, he collapsed peacefully to the ground.  

But Executor's expression remained sour.  

She had lost two dummies in an instant.  

If 02 continued to mimic her summons, she wouldn’t be able to settle the fight.  

Her stamina was already draining fast...  

She needed a different approach, not a war of attrition.  

Most things in the world are symmetrical.  

She had to find something that wasn’t.  

To find the answer, Executor turned to magic this time.  

She traced a flame symbol onto the ground with her finger.  

A red-haired man rose from the earth.  

His broad back, lined with the marks of time, came into view.  

Her most treasured dummy.  

  

Ranking: Former Rank 32.  

Class: President of Joseon Chemical.  

Info: A wielder of two elements simultaneously. Died of an illness. His funeral was handled by Ilshim Mutual Aid.  

As expected.  

02 summoned a duplicate of Han Gyeok-ho as well.  

But Executor had anticipated this much.  

What she aimed for was precision control.  

Fights between physical dummies were bound by their pre-programmed actions, leaving little room for variation.  

But an elemental wielder?  

The ways to fight became infinite.  

That’s why she cherished this dummy the most.  

Executor fixed her eyes on 02’s copy.  

Han Gyeok-ho stomped hard on the ground.  

Flames erupted at the location of 02’s duplicate.  

02’s Han Gyeok-ho also stomped the ground.

And at that moment.  

02’s brow twitched.  

For the first time.  

He was caught off guard by Executor’s attack.  

02’s duplicate suffered a fatal wound from the flames, while Executor’s dummy remained unharmed.  

The reason was quite simple.  

There was an underground oil pipeline beneath 02’s duplicate.  

But beneath Executor’s dummy, there was nothing.  

Taking advantage of the clone’s stagger, Gyeok-ho lunged at 02.  

As he ran, flames burst from his fists.  

02’s clone, though staggering, also dashed forward, spewing fire.  

The two flames intertwined and neutralized each other.  

But 02’s duplicate was already injured.  

Executor immediately pointed at the clone’s thigh.  

In response, Gyeok-ho lifted a stone with his palm and aimed for the clone’s right thigh.  

The clone mirrored the attack, targeting Gyeok-ho’s left thigh.  

The moment their legs twisted.  

Both dummies collapsed, grabbing each other's faces.  

And then, they unleashed flames at maximum output.  

Executor’s dummy had significantly stronger firepower.  

But in the end, both wielded flames.  

The two dummies exploded together.  

Molten lava spilled out in unison.  

"Damn it..."  

Executor watched the scene with disdain.  

She had worked so hard to widen the gap.  

She hadn’t expected the variables to affect even herself.  

Fatigue set in, and she began to sway.  

It had been a long time since she had controlled so many dummies at once.  

Since 02 was experiencing the exact same exhaustion, he smirked leisurely.  

"Amazing, isn’t it?"  

"Not at all."  

Executor scoffed, refusing to show any weakness.  

But her legs were already trembling.  

"This is why Shin-ae called me. People like you who rely solely on their abilities—I'm your perfect counter."  

With his hands behind his back, 02 gazed down at the bubbling lava.  

He casually reached out to touch it, only to almost burn himself.  

Executor sneered at him.  

"How ridiculous."  

"Then prove me wrong. Without your abilities, what do you have left?"  

02 tilted his head and asked, his long hair cascading gently over his shoulders.  

"What do I have left without my abilities?"  

Executor crossed her arms and answered.  

Pride flickered in her red eyes.  

"A corporate executive. Fifty billion won were embezzled from there. And a pretty decent body?"  

"..."  

Silence momentarily fell over the ruined city after Executor’s words.  

Debris crumbled from a shattered column.  

"Cracking jokes at a time like this..."  

02 snorted at her remark.  

Then, he slowly walked toward her.  

"Well, I’ll give you credit for your guts."  

Half of 02’s body twitched.  

One half remained Executor’s, while the other turned into a shadowy figure.  

He raised a dagger.  

"Let’s wrap this up. Without your dummies, you’re just an ordinary woman."  

A dark shadow loomed over Executor.  

She looked up at him, her knees half-buckled.  

"You really think you copied my abilities completely?"  

She grinned arrogantly, breathing heavily.  

02 frowned slightly at the question.  

"Of course. I’ve done it so far."  

"To use this ability, you need to know the exact location of every internal organ."  

"Doesn’t matter. I just have to mimic your actions."  

Annoyed by the pointless exchange, 02 raised his dagger.

Executor pulled out a dagger from her jacket pocket.  

As if mimicking 02.  

“What are you up to?”  

Half of 02’s body, now identical to Executor’s, also raised a dagger.  

She took a ragged breath and flashed a strange smile.  

“I told you. You didn’t copy my ability properly.”  

Executor lifted her dagger.  

Toward herself.  

“No way...”  

For the first time, 02’s once-calm eyes wavered.  

But it was too late.  

He, too, raised his dagger toward himself, just like Executor.  

Executor drove the dagger in with all her strength.  

Straight into her right chest.  

Crimson blood dripped from her red lips.  

“---!”  

At the same time, blood gushed from 02’s mouth.  

Far more than from Executor.  

Because unlike her, he had stabbed his left chest.  

The dagger had pierced the apex of his heart, precisely at the far-left edge.  

“The heart is slightly to the left of center...”  

Executor smiled, her mouth filled with blood.  

02 stared at her in shock.  

“It’s the only asymmetry.”  

His body reverted to its shadow form.  

The black figure wobbled before collapsing powerlessly to the ground.  

Executor, with the dagger still lodged in her chest, struggled to stand.  

Then, she hurried toward 02.  

With every step, the embedded blade throbbed.  

But such pain was meaningless to her.  

All she wanted was to know Si-ho’s location.  

“You got me good.”  

The shadow being looked up at her weakly.  

“I told you, this isn’t an ability just anyone can use.”  

“I admit it.”  

“Now talk. Where is Si-ho?”  

The shadow hesitated for a moment.  

Then, he locked eyes with her crimson gaze.  

“A villa in Hangyeryeong.”  

“Hangyeryeong? As in Gangwon-do?”  

“Yeah, the place overrun by werewolf monsters. No ordinary person can even enter.”  

“That doesn’t matter. Wolves are nothing.”  

Executor shook her head firmly.  

Seeing that, 02 also nodded in understanding.  

“With your level of skill, I suppose it wouldn’t be a problem.”  

Now that she had the location, Executor turned away.  

Enduring the pain, she set off for Hangyeryeong.  

The shadow’s body began to dissolve.  

Realizing his impending death, 02 blankly watched Executor.  

Despite her injuries, she silently pressed forward to rescue her kidnapped comrade.  

“How envious...”  

His body melted.  

His lips twisted, distorting his words.  

“If Shin-ae had comrades like that too...”  

Finally, his form turned into black liquid.  

The scattered droplets seeped into the ground.  

“How nice that would have been...”
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    “Ha...”  

Blood dripped onto the floor.  

Executor, staring blankly at the blood, barely leaned against the old wall.  

Her body, propped up, soon slid down and eventually collapsed onto the floor.  

A faint vibration echoed from the ground beneath her.  

Footsteps.  

She wondered if it was another member of Counters.  

But fortunately, the owner of those footsteps was Ji-soo.  

“Are you okay?”  

Ji-soo hurriedly approached her and examined her body.  

Blood was trickling down from her right chest.  

Seeing it, Ji-soo didn't know what to do.  

Executor casually waved her hand, rejecting Ji-soo’s touch.  

“It’s nothing. What about 08?”  

“I’m sorry. I took care of it... but I couldn’t get Si-ho’s location.”  

“It’s fine. I heard it myself, tell Anna to bring the car.”  

“Understood...”  

Ji-soo fumbled as she pulled out her phone from her pocket.  

Then, she quickly called Anna.  

Before long, a black Porsche arrived in front of them.  

Ji-soo supported Executor and loaded her inside.  

“What, you got hurt?”  

Anna, gripping the steering wheel, asked indifferently.  

Instead of answering, Executor simply raised her middle finger.  

“Idiot.”  

A short and sharp remark from Anna.  

With that, the Porsche roared back to life.  

A Porsche, by nature, was a two-seater.  

Anna had bought this sports car solely for Si-ho.  

Ji-soo, sitting in the passenger seat where Si-ho always rode, kept asking anxiously, perhaps worried about Executor reclining in the back.  

“Are you sure you’re okay? You should go to the hospital right away.”  

“It’s fine, a wound like this, I can heal it with my ability. More importantly, we need to find Si-ho...”  

“She’s right. Don’t worry about that bitch. Si-ho comes first.”  

Their priority was always Si-ho.  

Just how important was that woman to make these two rankers this anxious?  

Ji-soo, sitting in the passenger seat where Si-ho always sat, firmly shut her mouth.  

Then, determined to meet the one who had freed her from her glass cage, she stared straight at the horizon.  

The sun had already begun to rise, glowing red.  

Heading toward that sunrise, the Porsche sped forward without hesitation.  

***

A fragrant scent of tea tickled her nose.  

Following the familiar aroma, Si-ho walked into the kitchen.  

A blonde girl stood alone, pouring tea.  

The fox placed her hand on the girl’s petite shoulder.  

Startled, the girl quickly turned to Si-ho.  

Her thick eyebrows curved under her plump forehead caught Si-ho’s attention.  

“You scared me, Si-ho...!”  

“What are you doing?”

“As you can see, I’m making tea.”  

“Need help?”  

“No, just sit down. I’ll pour you a cup too.”  

Si-ho obediently sat at the table.  

Just like before, with her knees neatly together.  

Misha placed a warm cup of rosemary tea and freshly baked scones in front of her.  

The fox held the bread with both hands and took a delicious bite.  

Every time she swallowed, her two ears perked up.  

“Is it good?”  

“Yeah. Misha’s bread is the best.”  

“...”  

Misha smiled faintly at her words.  

But that smile soon disappeared.  

Because her whole body shivered as if she had sensed something.  

And Misha knew exactly why.  

She hurriedly opened the villa’s front door.  

The fresh morning air greeted her.  

But she paid no attention to it, only staring at the distant horizon.  

Soon, her pupils began to tremble.  

“Guys...”  

The girl realized it.  

The siblings who had been bound together as a family.  

They were all dead.  

She had personally transferred their essences, so she could feel it the moment their souls vanished in death.  

Misha rushed back into the house.  

The time had come.  

The Assemblywoman didn’t yet know that the villa’s location had been exposed.  

Only Misha, who could sense the essences, knew that her comrades were dead.  

In other words, the orders from their master had not begun yet.  

She had to complete what she had planned before the command was issued.  

“Si-ho!”  

“Huh...?”  

Si-ho looked slightly surprised at Misha’s sudden call.  

The scone crumbs stuck to her cheek fell to the table.  

“You said you wanted to go outside, right?”  

“Yeah. I did...?”  

“Let’s go out right now.”  

“In the morning?”  

Si-ho glanced at the still-dark outside and asked.  

Misha blocked her view entirely and brought her blue eyes close.  

“Yes, we’re going to play tag from now on.”  

“Tag...?”  

“What, don’t you want to?”  

“No, it sounds fun.”  

Si-ho’s two ears twitched.  

Misha patted her shoulder with an uneasy smile.  

“Then, I’ll count to a hundred, so go hide in the forest. No matter what, don’t come out until I find you. Got it?”  

“Got it.”  

Si-ho got up from the chair and stretched her stiff body.  

Her figure, which had become more flexible over time, stood out.  

But just as she was about to step outside.  

09, who had been sleeping in the room, walked into the kitchen.  

She had an anxious expression as if she knew something.  

Seeing that, Si-ho hesitated and quietly climbed up to the second-floor railing, hiding herself.  

“Misha, what’s going on?”  

“...”  

Misha didn’t answer.  

Instead, she looked uncomfortable with 09’s sudden appearance.  

“I can’t get in touch with the others!”  

“They’re probably just busy...”  

“Busy? All they had to do was pick up the medicine. There’s no way it would take this long!”  

09 placed her hands on her hips and paced around in circles.  

When she couldn’t figure out the situation no matter how hard she thought, she finally pulled out her phone.  

“I need to inform Mother. Something must have happened...”  

Misha placed her hand over 09’s arm, stopping her.  

09 looked down at Misha in silence.  

“What’s wrong?”  

“I’ll tell her myself. You just get ready to leave.”  

09 stared intently at Misha.  

Misha met her gaze head-on without backing down.  

“You... seem off today.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“You always hated contacting the Assemblywoman. And 06 and 08... you cared about them deeply.”  

09’s red eyes glowed sharply.  

Misha quickly lowered her head and walked past her.  

“The situation is urgent. Just get ready.”  

“...Got it.”

09 muttered the word “prepare.”  

Then she took out a dagger and a can of oil that she had hidden inside her coat.  

“Why did you take out the dagger?”  

“Why else? I have a job to do for Mother.”  

She raised the dagger with a calm expression.  

Then she looked around as if searching for something.  

The moment Misha saw that, she felt it.  

Something very bad was about to happen.  

“Little fox, where are you?”  

09 called out for Si-ho in a singsong voice that didn’t suit her.  

But Si-ho, sensing danger by instinct, was already watching her from the second-floor railing.  

For the first time, her animal-like senses were proving useful.  

“There you are.”  

09 rolled up her sleeves.  

Then she stomped up the stairs.  

Si-ho, startled, stepped up onto the railing.  

The moment 09’s dagger aimed for Si-ho’s neck.  

Misha gestured with her hand.  

And in response to that gesture, a black hand rose from 09’s shadow.  

Just like 08.  

The hand grabbed 09 by the back of the neck and flung her down the stairs.  

09 looked up at Misha in shock.  

“What the hell are you doing...!”  

“No...”  

Misha looked down at 09 with teary eyes.  

09 couldn’t understand why 03 was acting like this.  

“Don’t kill her.”  

“Are you insane? Are you going to disobey Mother’s command?”  

“I’ll take responsibility... Just let her live.”  

09 slowly shook her head.  

Then she got up and aimed her dagger at 03 instead.  

“If you break the order, not just you, but I’ll die too.”  

“Just pretend you don’t know. Please, Tana!”  

Misha called out 09’s real name.  

For a moment, Tana froze.  

“You’re choosing that bitch over us, the ones who’ve been with you all your life? Over the one who tried to poison us all?”  

“She ended up like that because of us. She was a victim from the start...”  

“...”  

Tana was speechless for a moment.  

But soon, she realized she couldn’t reason with 03 and took a fighting stance.  

“Sorry, but I don’t want to die yet. If you get in my way, I’ll deal with you myself.”  

Tana reached for her neck.  

Then she pressed down on the tattoo marked “09.”  

Her skin sank inward, as if pressing a switch.  

And in the next moment, her body moved so fast that it left afterimages.  

She lunged straight at 03, dagger aimed at her throat.  

If it were a normal person, their neck would have been pierced before they could blink.  

But Misha was Assemblywoman Park’s third servant.  

And...  

She was the one who personally granted abilities to 04 through 09.  

She could use all of their powers.  

Misha grabbed 09’s wrist with a hand hardened like 06’s.

Then she twisted her lightly.  

“---!”  

09 let out a short groan and staggered backward.  

But soon, she pulled down her T-shirt and pressed another switch embedded in her collarbone.  

The ground beneath Misha began to sink.  

Just like the Gravitational Pulse that had killed Do-hyun’s comrades.  

Misha immediately fixed her gaze on 09’s shadow.  

Thanks to that, she was able to move through it like 08.  

09 slashed at the neck rising behind her.  

But the moment the dagger touched Misha’s skin, red sparks scattered.  

Her body, too, had mechanical implants like 09.  

“You really think a mere ninth servant can beat me?”  

Misha casually rubbed the spot where the blade had grazed her.  

“I know... But if I do this, at least Mother will know I wasn’t on your side.”  

09 smiled faintly, sweat forming on her forehead.  

Misha’s face hardened at that smile.  

“You want to live that badly, but you’ve killed so many people?”  

“Oh, please. I don’t want to hear that from someone who just steals other people’s abilities.”  

Misha rushed at 09 at the same speed.  

09 quickly reacted, barely avoiding her grasp.  

Then she twisted her body in an instant and grabbed Misha’s neck.  

With the overwhelming strength of a machine-enhanced human, she pinned Misha down.  

Then she slammed her against the wall.  

The impact was so strong that the wall cracked.  

Misha gasped, struggling to breathe.  

09 glared down at her with unsettlingly red eyes.  

“In the end, you’re not even a combat unit, are you?”  

Si-ho’s pupils trembled as she watched from above.  

Seeing the young girl being strangled, the fox didn’t know what to do.  

She scanned her surroundings in a panic.  

Then she spotted the chandelier hanging directly above them.  

Si-ho instinctively focused on the faintly swaying chandelier.  

She took a deep breath as if making up her mind.  

Then she leaped toward the chandelier with all her might.  

As soon as she grabbed onto it, the chandelier swung wildly.  

Eventually, the supporting wire snapped.  

As the chandelier plummeted, Si-ho jumped away, landing on the kitchen table.  

The massive light fixture crashed straight onto 09’s head.  

The sharp crystals pierced all over 09’s body.  

She screamed in agony.  

“You little... I’ll kill you!”  

Thanks to the distraction, Misha broke free.  

Then, hardening her arm like 06, she struck 09’s jaw.  

“...”  

The sound of breaking bones echoed through the villa.  

In the end, 09 lost consciousness.  

“Unnie...”  

With the situation settled, Misha turned to Si-ho.  

Her eyes were already welling up with tears.  

“Unnie?”  

Si-ho tilted her head at the unfamiliar word.  

Misha pressed her lips together and gestured for her to come closer.  

The fox cautiously approached Misha.  

Then the girl grabbed both 09’s stitched-up arm and Si-ho’s arm at the same time.  

“Hold onto 09’s hand.”  

“Why...? It’s scary.”  

“Trust me. It’s all for you.”  

Si-ho didn’t trust 09.  

Just moments ago, she had chased after her with a dagger, trying to kill her.  

But she trusted Misha.  

The girl who had taken her in and given her a home.  

In the end, Si-ho grasped 09’s grotesquely stitched arm.  

Then, in a serious voice, Misha spoke.  

“I’m going to return the power now.”
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    When was the first time I saw unnie?  

It was probably when the assemblywoman ordered me to investigate her.  

The assemblywoman is someone who must obtain any ability she likes.  

As always, I followed orders and investigated unnie, the target.  

I still remember.  

The moment I first saw her by hacking the CCTV of Moment Bar...  

It was probably when she first met the killer named Anna.  

At that time, unnie must have saved Se-hee from a killer infamous for being ruthless.  

Even though Se-hee had put unnie in danger.  

Maybe that was the first time I felt curious about unnie.  

Because in this world, where you never know when you’ll die, it was rare to find someone who thought of others.  

Thanks to that, I went to the bar myself.  

Even though I snuck in secretly, fortunately, I wasn’t caught.  

After meeting Anna, unnie became a star and was always surrounded by customers.  

Even when the bar was extremely busy, unnie always greeted each person with a smile.  

Even me...  

That time, I had worn a middle-aged man’s suit to avoid being noticed.  

But...  

"Oh my, you’re back again? Is it Gin Fizz this time too?"  

"Yes..."  

She remembered me.  

Even though I looked like some suspicious old man.  

"You’re later than usual today."  

Unnie smiled and wiped a glass.  

She had even memorized the time I usually came.  

"Ah, I’ve been tired from work lately..."  

"Oh dear... No wonder you look even more exhausted today."  

"Huh? How did you know..?"  

"I can tell just by looking at your eyes. There’s no spark in them at all—so hollow like this."  

Unnie dragged down her eyes like a panda, making a ridiculous face.  

Idiot.  

It’s just because of this suit.  

Still, thanks to her silly joke, I found the courage to speak.  

"Hey, bartender."  

"Yes."  

"Do bartenders really keep everything their customers say a secret?"  

At that question, unnie fell into deep thought for a moment.  

Then, with her pretty eyes half-closed, she spoke.  

"Of course."  

"Actually... I’m doing something that weighs on my conscience."  

"Something that weighs on your conscience...? Specifically, what kind of thing?"  

"I deceive people and take what belongs to them."  

"Sounds like fraud."  

Fraud.  

At her words, I simply smirked.  

So much so that the corner of my mouth looked awkward in the suit.  

"That’s right. I’m a really bad guy, aren’t I?"  

"Then, does that mean you don’t return what you take?"  

"That’s right. I took it with no intention of giving it back in the first place."  

I cynically smiled and took a sip of the Gin Fizz unnie had made.  

A tangy and refreshing taste.  

Even if she’s a bartender, she’s bound to click her tongue at my words.  

She could call me a fraud, ask if I at least brought money to drink.  

She might even kick me out of the bar...  

But unnie said something completely unexpected.  

"It must have been tough for you."  

"Huh...?"  

Unnie looked down at me with a sorrowful gaze.  

That gaze wasn’t pity or sympathy.  

It was 'compassion'...  

"It must have been so exhausting and nerve-wracking, living by deceiving others."  

Unnie placed a new glass in front of me.  

A warm Baileys Milk.  

"You must have suffered a lot."  

Just now... I clearly said I’m someone who swindles others.  

And yet she’s comforting me?  

I couldn’t understand.  

She seemed so kind that it was almost foolish.  

"Yeah. There’s always been this weight in my chest. I’m trash."  

Resigned, I simply lowered my head.  

But unnie spoke in a voice full of energy.  

"Not yet."  

At that voice, I instinctively lifted my head.  

Then, like Baileys Milk, her warm brown eyes were looking at me kindly.  

"If you have that feeling, that means there’s still a chance you’ll return what you took someday."  

"If I return it, even if it’s late, do you think they’ll forgive me?"  

"Well, it’s better than losing it forever."  

She laughed heartily and shook her head.  

Seriously.  

What does she even know about me?

A mere bartender...  

I forced myself to think that as I avoided unnie's gaze.  

But...  

The Baileys Milk she made was incredibly sweet.  

Sweet enough to melt away the bad intentions I had hardened my heart with...  

Since then, I always went to see unnie after work under the pretense of surveillance.  

Just like today, I was about to go see her, but Mother summoned me to her office.  

A sudden summons brought an overwhelming sense of unease.  

And that unease soon became reality.  

"Ah, you don’t need to keep watching her anymore."  

"What...?"  

"I hired that kid at our lab."  

The moment I heard those words, the happy days I spent with her crumbled.  

Because Mother had started to take action herself.  

And that was nothing short of a death sentence for unnie.  

"How...?"  

"I gave a Potion Master recommendation letter to someone close to her. She’ll just think of it as an ordinary job."  

"I see..."  

"Get close to her and make sure she lets her guard down. Then, the moment you confirm her abilities, put her in a glass chamber."  

A glass chamber...  

The moment she’s placed inside, she’ll become nothing more than food for Mother’s fridge.  

No one ever knows when they’ll be selected to have their abilities extracted.  

And once their abilities are taken... they’re sent to the incinerator.  

The unnie who always smiled at me would turn into nothing but ashes overnight.  

The next day, unnie came to our nest herself.  

Wearing beautiful casual clothes.  

I wanted to be held in her sensual arms and warm embrace.  

But I hid myself inside my suit so that no one would notice.  

Unnie, who had been kind to me even when I looked rough and intimidating.  

Unnie, who had loved me even after seeing what was underneath the suit.  

Even though she had unknowingly walked into hell herself, I was happier than ever at that moment.  

So happy that I almost wished she could become one of Mother’s kin and stay with me forever.  

But...  

Living under someone’s command for eternity is nothing but suffering.  

I didn’t want to put that leash on unnie as well.  

As I spent my unstable happiness with her.  

Eventually, an accident happened.  

Unnie entered the lab.  

Not just anywhere, but Room 09, where a notorious kidnapper and killer resided.  

That’s right.  

Just find out everything now.  

Discover all our secrets and run away.  

And never come back.  

For unnie’s sake, I even revealed Lab Room 3, where our darkest secrets were kept.  

Then, I stepped outside and waited for her.  

To give her a choice.  

Of course, I thought she would be too scared and flee on her own.  

I desperately hoped she would.  

Because that was the only way she could survive.  

I even took out a syringe to scare her as much as possible...  

But unnie didn’t run away.  

Instead, she started coming to the lab even more diligently.  

On top of that, she offered my colleagues and me cocktails mixed with strange drugs.  

At first, I didn’t even know what that green liquid was.  

But when I found out she knew the abducted test subject, Ji-soo...  

I realized she was planning to escape with her.  

That was when I fell into deep thought.  

Should I help unnie, or should I make her pay for her betrayal?  

I couldn’t make a decision right away.  

Because before I could, she made the first move.  

The reckless plan to escape with the test subject had begun.  

I watched her entire escape plan through the CCTV.  

Unlike the warm person I had known, unnie was ice-cold.  

And she was breathtaking.  

She poisoned rankers far stronger than herself and escaped with the person she cherished.  

I secretly wished her plan would succeed.  

But... Mother, who was watching from behind me, naturally did not.  

She planned to capture unnie, steal her abilities, and kill her immediately.  

I had to stop Mother.  

So I made my voice as sinister as possible and acted like I was trying to stop unnie through the broadcast.  

Then, I pleaded with Mother to wait at headquarters, saying I would take care of things myself.  

But in the end, Mother personally moved to capture unnie.  

And as expected...  

Her plan was doomed to fail.  

She was captured by the assemblyman and even branded as kin.  

Once the brand was placed, she could never escape from Mother’s grasp on her own.  

So, I had to find a way to let the outside world know.  

That’s why I opened the second-floor shutter and helped Ji-soo escape.  

Hoping she would bring Anna and Executor to rescue unnie.  

Meanwhile.  

Branded as kin, unnie was tied to a chair.  

And I was given the order to extract her abilities immediately.  

Extracting abilities is a grueling process.  

If it’s done raw, the subject’s mind is destroyed.  

Mother wouldn’t care about that in the slightest.  

In fact, if unnie was broken, she’d find it even easier to control her.  

So in the end...  

I injected her with the Hypnos she had created.  

If she lost her memory for a while and her mind reset.  

She wouldn’t suffer from the ability extraction process.  

That was the only way I could turn her into a foolish little fox.  

And then, I started collecting her tears.  

One drop contained buffing abilities.  

Two drops contained potion-making abilities.  

Three drops contained healing abilities.  

Four drops contained memory reading.  

And the final, fifth drop...  

Held her 'memories.'  

But I couldn’t hand that last tear over to Mother.  

Because it wasn’t an ability—it was just unnie’s memories.  

So I hid it.  

Inside my own body.  

One day, when unnie regains Angelic Hand.  

I’ll return this memory to her safely.  

And now.  

Through 09’s arm, I have returned a small piece of her abilities.

Unnie closed her eyes and briefly fainted.  

And in that moment, a white radiance traveled up her arm and seeped into her body.  

Thanks to that, unnie was able to open her eyes again.  

Her memories hadn’t returned yet.  

They would only come back once I returned the last tear to her.  

And even then, at a very slow pace.  

"Unnie..."  

I approached Si-ho.  

Close enough that my golden hair brushed against her shoulder.  

"Hm..."  

Unnie, who had regained her ability, opened her drowsy eyes.  

She looked at me and smiled softly.  

Just like she had the first time I saw her.  

"Will you kiss me...?"  

"A kiss...?"  

Si-ho didn’t know.  

What a kiss was.  

A kiss was a kind of mark, a way to claim someone as your own.  

Did I have the right to place that mark on her?  

Probably not.  

So I decided to think of this kiss not as ‘claiming’ her, but as ‘leaving behind’ something.  

A trace of my existence in her life.  

A white breath escaped from my lips.  

Before I knew it, that breath reached unnie’s lips.  

Then, instinctively, Si-ho parted her mouth.  

Her elongated canines, influenced by her fox ears, came into view.  

I wanted to be bitten to death by those fangs.  

I slid my heated tongue between those sharp teeth.  

Soon, our wet tongues intertwined.  

I made sure to coat her mouth with as much of my saliva as possible.  

And I invaded every corner without hesitation.  

Our lips locked completely.  

I pushed the tip of my tongue deep into her throat until she could barely breathe.  

Si-ho’s final Angelic Hand.  

Its essence was buried deep within me.  

And through the tip of my tongue, that essence was passed into her body.  

At last, a thin thread of my white saliva stretched between us.  

Si-ho, now stained with the same murky saliva, looked dazed as if she had reached a peak.  

In three hours, Si-ho would regain all of her memories.  

And she would forget everything that happened with me at the villa.  

I brought my lips to her ear as she lost consciousness.  

Then, I whispered softly.  

"Will unnie remember me?"  

"Please, don’t remember."  

"I don’t want to remain as a bad person in your memories."  

I placed a kiss on the fox’s cheek.  

At that, Si-ho’s eyes returned to those of a gentle fox once again.  

"Misha..."  

"Yeah, unnie."  

"I’m sleepy."  

"That’s a problem. We were supposed to play tag, remember?"  

"Tag?"  

The once-tired fox’s eyes flickered with renewed energy.  

Before I knew it, Si-ho’s gaze, awakened by her animal instincts, was brimming with excitement.  

"Yeah. It starts now."  

"Hide as far away as you can."  

"So that I’ll never be able to find you..." 
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    Early morning.  

The fox ran into the indigo forest.  

"Eleven—."  

She walked barefoot on the grass, savoring the dawn air.  

Then, she slowly looked back at the villa she had left.  

Inside, 09 and Misha were still lying on the floor.  

Misha was covering her eyes with both hands, counting numbers.  

"Twenty—."  

Si-ho saw that and quickly ran into the forest.  

The sound of dry leaves crunching echoed.  

Her white T-shirt fluttered.  

Soon, the T-shirt disappeared completely into the forest.  

Misha immediately stopped counting.  

Through the gaps of her fingers, she confirmed that her unnie was gone.  

"Thirty..."  

Misha stopped counting.  

Then she stared down at 09, who was still lying on the floor.  

09 flinched and half-opened her eyes.  

She glared as if she wanted to kill the girl who had betrayed her.  

"How dare you betray us...?"  

09 struggled to lift her body.  

Barely managing to get up, she grabbed Do-hyun's powerless arm.  

No matter how hard she tried, her healing ability wouldn't activate.  

"You even took my ability?"  

Feeling hollow, 09 asked Misha in a resentful voice.  

But the girl responded indifferently to her reaction.  

"I just returned it to its rightful owner."  

"You really think you can survive after this?"  

Survive.  

Misha slowly repeated those five letters in her mind.  

Then, as if something had come to her, she smiled at 09.  

"Probably not."  

09 couldn't understand her smile.  

Misha had transferred her essence so often that it was almost insane.  

"I shouldn’t be alive."  

"What are you talking about...?"  

"If I stay alive, I'll soon have to follow orders and kill my unnie."  

"Are you seriously thinking about killing yourself because of that damn woman?"  

09's red eyes stared blankly at Misha.  

The blonde girl swept back her hair, revealing her small forehead.  

"That's right. I'm going to kill myself."  

Maybe because it was still dawn.  

Her blue eyes looked even more lonely.  

Misha took out the pill bottles Shin-ae had given her.  

Two glass bottles labeled Angel Tip.  

She handed one to 09.  

"You should run away. My unnie's friends will be storming in soon."  

"Are you giving me poison and then an antidote?"  

09 scoffed as if it were ridiculous.  

Misha gave a bitter smile.  

"I'm sorry. But I couldn't just stand by and watch you kill my unnie."  

09 took the medicine Misha handed her.  

Then, she roughly shoved it into her pocket.  

"Just because you gave me this doesn't mean we're good. You'll pay for your betrayal."  

"Yeah. If I make it out alive, I'll pay for it."  

09 slowly stepped backward.  

Then she quickly ran up to her room and began packing her things.  

Meanwhile, Misha grabbed the oil canister she had brought.  

The girl, holding a container as big as her own body, sprinkled kerosene all over the villa.  

The acrid smell filled the entire house.  

It was so hard to breathe that Misha coughed as she emptied the canister.  

"---."  

Soon, 09 came down the stairs, carrying a thick sports bag.  

The two exchanged their final words.  

Under the burning villa.  

"Take care."

Misha waves her hand as if she will never see her again.  

09 mutters to herself as she watches her.  

"Crazy bitch..."  

The two who had suffered together for years now walked separate paths.  

09 toward the distant blue horizon.  

Misha toward the burning villa.  

But.  

They could not part just yet.  

Because from the distant horizon where 09 was about to leave, a faint tremor began approaching.  

The relentless sound of tires crushing the ground.  

The furious roar of an engine.  

It was definitely a car.  

And not just any car, but a very expensive sports car.  

09 stopped in her tracks at the sound.  

Then, she saw the twin headlights drawing closer from afar.  

Inside were the women who had killed her comrades.  

"...Fuck."  

She slowly stepped backward before finally turning back toward the burning villa.  

Unlike 09, Misha showed no fear at the approaching shadow of death.  

The girl pulled out the Angel Tip she had kept in her pocket.  

And she stared at it.  

Misha's palm opened indifferently.  

The glass bottle soon fell to the ground.  

It shattered helplessly against the gravel.  

The small pills scattered between the stones, lost forever.  

Before long, a black Porsche arrived in front of the villa.  

Three women who had lost someone precious to them stepped out of the car.  

"..."  

Two rankers who loved Si-ho.  

And a hunter who loved Do-hyun.  

The three approached the two villains standing before the burning villa.  

Misha then spoke to 09 in an indifferent tone.  

"Run into the forest. If you keep heading south, you'll reach a village."  

Even as she spoke, she stood firm, facing the two rankers.  

She showed no fear even when looking at Anna and Executor.  

Even though she had observed their overwhelming power while watching Si-ho.  

"..."  

09 saw her and silently nodded.  

Then, she quickly turned and ran into the blue forest.  

"Hello, everyone."  

Misha blocked the three women’s path to help 09 escape.  

She clasped her hands behind her back and greeted them with a bright smile.  

A sweet, girlish smile.  

"Is this girl a ranker too?"  

Ji-soo asked with a slightly flustered expression.  

Executor answered with a calm face.  

"Maybe. Letting her comrade escape first might mean she's even stronger."  

"You're right, thank you for noticing, Executor-nim."  

Executor's eyebrow twitched at the fact that Misha knew her name.  

Because the two had never met before.  

"I've been watching from afar. You're strong and beautiful, just as my unnie would like."  

"You know well. Then you should return Si-ho to us quickly."  

"..."  

Even with the organization's usual threats, Misha never lost her smile.  

She half-closed her eyes, her grin turning eerie.  

"You can take her if you kill me."  

The burning villa.  

Beneath the raging flames, the girl's blue eyes gleamed.  

And soon, the color of her right eye began to change.  

Turning fiery red.  

In that eye.  

A tattoo of the number 03 was engraved.  

"I can't tell you how jealous I've been of you all."  

"That you could stay so shamelessly by her side after killing so many people."  

"It's so unfair."  

Misha gently stretched out both hands.  

As if responding to her call, the flames consuming the villa flickered.  

"All of you need to die with me."  

"That way, she can be happy with much better people than you."  

Misha thrust the flames toward the three women.  

The inferno soared high into the air.  

Then, as if alive, it plunged down toward them.  

The girl watched where the fire had fallen.  

Her face was serious, leaving no room for carelessness.  

As the flames subsided, a thick wall of flesh was revealed.  

Just like the time Executor had shielded Si-ho from the explosion.  

Inside that shield, Anna spoke to the other two.  

"You two go after the one who ran. I'll handle this one."  

"Wouldn't it be better if we finished her together?"  

"That's right, Anna..."  

As they asked, Anna shook her head indifferently.  

Then, she stepped out alone from behind the flesh shield.  

"I prefer fighting alone."  

Misha pressed her hands together with a blank expression.  

At that moment, the flickering flames instantly solidified like a hard substance.  

Then, they shot up like spears, rushing at Anna from all directions.  

But despite the dazzling attack, the white-haired killer did not back down.  

Instead, she charged forward, targeting Misha, the caster.  

Misha’s golden hair fluttered.  

That hair was sliced in half by a sharp dagger strike.  

Misha bent her knees just in time to avoid the blade.  

A ruthless strike that spared no one, whether child or elder.  

Against that frenzied assault, Misha responded by pressing the switch on the back of her neck.  

Like 09.  

She used her accelerated movements to land a direct hit on Anna’s stomach.  

She targeted the wound she had received from 06.  

Anna’s brow furrowed.  

But she immediately lifted her knee, slamming it into the girl's stomach in return.  

Misha's eyebrow twitched as the knee dug into her abdomen.  

She focused all her strength on the pain in her stomach to block it out.  

Like 06.

Anna rotated her waist while keeping her knee raised.  

Then, she struck Misha's head with a spinning backkick.  

The girl's head twisted 180 degrees.  

"Anna's attacks are definitely intense."  

Misha casually grabbed her own head.  

Then, as if assembling a toy, she calmly reattached it to her neck.  

"You truly live up to the name Danilova."  

At that name, Anna paused her attack for a moment.  

Danilova.  

Few knew the unpleasant meaning behind that name.  

Most had died when the facility was destroyed.  

That name belonged to the lab director, Tolkien Danilova.  

Only the finest of his creations were given that name.  

And only three test subjects had ever received it.  

The three abilities that represented humanity.  

The immense physical prowess unique to humans.  

The soul that only humans possessed.  

And the dominion over other species that only humans could achieve.  

Anna, Misha, Park.  

At last, two of them had gathered in this place.  

Misha pressed her palms together.  

Then, she lightly twisted her clasped hands.  

"…!"  

Her shadow on the ground suddenly rose up.  

It formed into two massive hands that grabbed Anna’s arms.  

Their strength was enough to subdue a raging bull.  

But Anna tore them apart effortlessly, as if plucking weeds.  

Still, in that brief moment, Misha found an opening while Anna was off guard.  

The girl immediately pressed the switch engraved on her collarbone.  

A red dot appeared on the ground where Anna stood.  

Just like 09’s gravitational pulse coordinate.  

The ground beneath Anna’s feet began to sink.  

She clenched her arms, enduring the intense gravity with visible strain.  

Yet even in this situation, the killer showed no fear.  

Instead, she looked at Misha with a concerned expression.  

"If you're a Danilova, that means you're next."  

At that question, Misha tilted her head.  

The cold-blooded killer once feared in the facility was speaking so humanly.  

"How did you survive all those experiments in such a small body?"  

Anna remembered.  

To survive, one had to kill.  

Every day, they were injected with foul drugs.  

And if they were unlucky, the drugs would cause lethal side effects.  

Test subjects had to fight not only their human adversaries but also the substances injected into them.  

"If I didn’t survive, I would’ve died. I simply did what all those people did—try to live."  

"But right now, you seem desperate to die."  

"Because that’s the only way I can save my unnie."  

At those incomprehensible words, Anna frowned.  

Misha calmly explained.  

After all, while under gravitational bombardment, Anna couldn't move.  

"There was someone before you who carried the Danilova name."  

"I’ve heard of them."  

"They were created to perfectly dominate all test subjects in the facility. After you escaped, they took control of the facility and marked the remaining survivors as their followers."  

Misha pointed to her right eye with a finger.  

The number 03 engraved in her iris shimmered faintly.  

"Those marked with this symbol are bound to follow her orders. And today, she commanded me to kill my unnie."  

Anna's clouded eyes flashed sharply.  

Misha nodded, as if expecting that reaction.  

"Now that I've revealed this, I have no choice but to kill my unnie."  

The flickering flames cast a dark halo around Misha.  

She placed a hand on her chest and spoke indifferently.  

"So please… kill me."  

Anna remained silent for a moment.  

It wasn’t easy for someone who had only recently learned emotions to understand Misha’s plight.  

But one thing was certain.  

Pity.  

At some point, Anna began to feel pity for others, just like Si-ho did.  

Even for someone who had tried to kill her.  

Anna bit her lip hard.  

Black blood dripped down her chin.  

The taste of blood cleared her mind.  

As a test subject, she became stronger when she bled.  

Strong enough to break free from something as trivial as gravitational pressure.  

The killer lunged at Misha in an instant.  

The two tumbled onto the gravel.  

Scattered across the ground were shards of glass and pills.  

And Anna knew exactly what those pills were.  

The same drug 06 had taken in excess.  

Even two pills could grant immense power.  

Yet Misha hadn’t taken a single one.  

Instead, she had thrown them all away.  

The two Russian women stared at each other.  

Misha, her eyes red with tears, looked up at Anna.  

Anna’s white hair tickled Misha’s face.  

Soon, transparent tears rolled down the girl's cheeks.  

"Anna-san really is strong."  

"Now, please twist my neck."  

"So I can never move again."

  
    Chapter 109 Angel Tip 13

    Anna gripped the dagger.  

Now, only a fleeting moment remained.  

The time to sever the breath of the girl looking down at her.  

There was enough reason to kill her since she was the one who kidnapped and imprisoned Si-ho.  

But she couldn't bring herself to do it.  

At first, she couldn't understand why she couldn't kill her.  

But Anna soon realized.  

Somehow, Si-ho wouldn't want Misha to die.  

Given the circumstances, Misha had clearly released Si-ho.  

Something had changed this villain’s heart, giving her a chance at redemption.  

But does redemption erase all the evil deeds of the past?  

Surely not.  

Anna herself was once a villain and was still called an unprecedented killer.  

She couldn't be forgiven for her actions, and she had no right to complain even if the victims' families took revenge on her immediately.  

Yet, Si-ho had forgiven her.  

If she had been forgiven, then why couldn't this girl?  

"You’re so quick to give up on life."  

"So that... unnie can survive. And as atonement for all the things I’ve done..."  

Just before the girl could finish her sentence.  

Anna grasped both of Misha’s cheeks with one hand.  

With her cheeks puffed up, the girl couldn’t say another word.  

Watching her, Anna spoke with a blank expression.  

"Idiot."  

"..."  

"Do you think Si-ho’s suffering will disappear just because you die?"  

At that moment.  

Misha’s blue eyes wavered.  

Even the mark of servitude branded on her right side.  

"For now, I’ll let you live."  

"And I’ll find Si-ho and give her the choice. If she decides she can't forgive you..."  

"Then I'll make sure to kill you properly."  

Anna rose leisurely from the girl.  

Then she looked down at her with cold eyes.  

The ranker soon gripped her dagger tightly.  

And she stared intently at Misha’s fallen legs.  

The girl realized what Anna was about to do to her.  

And as if resigned, she clenched her eyes shut.  

A sharp sensation pierced her ankle.  

Soon, she could feel nothing from her feet.  

Because Anna’s dagger had slashed both of her heels.  

"Do you have any healing abilities?"  

"No..."  

"If your feet are in that state, you won’t be able to follow me. Even if that damned woman orders you to."  

Anna carelessly tossed the blood-stained dagger to the ground.  

Then she turned away without hesitation.  

Her silver hair shimmered as it caught the dawn air.  

Soon, Anna let her hair flow behind her and walked toward the forest.  

To where the fox was hiding.  

Misha blankly watched her disappear.  

Watching that fearless silhouette dashing away, the girl thought.  

That Anna was like a silver wolf.  

Because wolves treasure their mates more than anything.  

"---."  

The sun had yet to fully rise.

The forest was entirely dyed in deep blue, making it difficult to distinguish objects.  

Even so, Anna glanced around with her murky white eyes.  

Her naturally sharp animalistic instincts seemed to heighten even more upon entering the forest.  

Crunching the dry leaves beneath her feet.  

Brushing aside the obstructing branches.  

Before she knew it, she had come far enough that she could no longer hear the burning villa.  

Even the scent of burning wood had disappeared.  

But no matter how much she searched, Si-ho was nowhere to be seen.  

She was usually terribly slow at running and had awful stamina.  

"Where the hell..."  

Anna swept aside her falling bangs.  

A faint scent of soap lingered in her sweat.  

She took out a rubber band from her back pocket.  

Gathering her silver hair, she tied it into a ponytail.  

Perhaps because the bothersome hair was now gone.  

Anna quickly started running again.  

Soon, she abruptly stopped her relentless sprint.  

Beyond the dense forest, an open meadow spread before her eyes.  

The place was filled with clovers drenched in the morning dew.  

Anna calmly pushed aside the last remaining branches and stepped into the grass.  

And then...  

She saw a girl sitting far away in the field.  

A loosely draped white t-shirt barely covering her exposed thighs.  

Healthy-looking hair cascading over the fabric...  

Animal ears?  

Anna wondered if she was seeing things and shut her eyes tightly.  

But no matter how many times she blinked, the girl still had animal ears on her head.  

Moreover...  

They twitched as if they were alive.  

If she had never seen the person before, she would have simply walked past.  

But the girl in front of her...  

Looked far too much like Si-ho.  

Her hair seemed to have grown quite a bit, but aside from that, it was unmistakably Si-ho.  

Anna slowly approached her.  

But she instinctively stopped mid-step.  

The girl, who had been still, suddenly lifted her head.  

Fortunately, her gaze wasn’t directed at Anna behind her.  

The girl was staring intently at a butterfly.  

A cabbage white butterfly, flaunting its pale white wings just like Anna.  

The fox-eared girl followed its movements, her head tilting side to side.  

Soon, as if teasing Si-ho, the butterfly lightly perched atop her ear.  

Si-ho slowly raised her hand into the air.  

Then, she swiftly reached out, trying to catch the butterfly.  

But, unfortunately, her hand missed.  

The fox-eared girl clicked her tongue in disappointment.  

Then, like an animal, she swiped her hands through the air to follow the butterfly.  

She looked just like a child.  

And that resemblance quickly filled Anna with unease.  

Si-ho was definitely still a young 21-year-old.  

But the way she focused on the butterfly was absurdly like a teenage girl.  

"---."  

Without realizing it, Anna took a step forward.  

And she accidentally stepped on a fallen twig.  

The sharp snap made the girl's ears twitch.  

She turned her head and spotted Anna sneaking up on her.  

That confirmed it for Anna.  

The fox she had been unsure of was indeed Si-ho, the one she had been desperately searching for.  

For the first time, Anna’s expression changed.  

A look of relief and warmth spread across her face.  

"Si-ho..."  

The pale-eyed woman called her name softly.  

But the fox-eared girl showed no strong reaction to Anna’s words.  

She simply gazed at the white-haired, white-eyed woman with a pure, curious expression.  

That sight shocked Anna.  

She had already known that something was off just by looking at those animal ears on her head.  

But she never imagined Si-ho wouldn’t recognize her at all.  

"You don’t know who I am?"  

Anna asked, her voice trembling.  

But the fox-eared girl only perked up her ears and tilted her head.  

With serious eyes, Anna cautiously moved closer to her.  

Even back in Chinatown, Si-ho wasn’t in great condition, but at least she still remembered her.  

Perhaps her body was better now, but her mind was in a far worse state.  

That was why Anna needed to grab her as quickly as possible.  

However, sensing Anna’s intention, Si-ho suddenly sprang to her feet.  

And like a fox, she swiftly stepped backward.  

She was incredibly agile, like an animal.  

Anna, who had never seen such quick movements from Si-ho before, widened her eyes in shock.  

In the blink of an eye, Si-ho had darted away and hidden behind a tree.

Soon, she peeked her face out from behind the tree.  

"Who are you?"  

"..."  

If she couldn't even recognize her own face, what was the point of explaining?  

Anna decided to either capture Si-ho and send her to a hospital or beat her until she snapped out of it.  

"Don't come any closer."  

Si-ho’s elongated pupils gleamed.  

She bared her lengthened fangs in a warning.  

"Misha told me not to follow strangers."  

At her firm words, Anna stopped walking.  

Up close, Si-ho’s condition looked even worse than she had expected.  

How could she ease Si-ho's wariness?  

Anna racked her brain.  

She was like Misha’s pet, brainwashed into obedience.  

To break this, she needed to make Si-ho think they were on the same side.  

As expected from a top-class killer from the facility, Anna made a decision immediately.  

She pulled something out from her jacket’s inner pocket.  

And she gently placed it over her ears.  

It was...  

The wolf headband she had worn with Si-ho at the amusement park.  

"It's okay, I'm not human. I'm a fox too."  

A faint pink hue colored Anna’s pale skin.  

She was embarrassed by her own act, but she kept her face expressionless, trying to sell it.  

"A fox...?"  

"Yeah, see? I have ears too."  

She pointed at the ears she was wearing.  

Si-ho slowly stepped out from behind the tree.  

It seemed that Misha had taken good care of her.  

Her skin was smooth, and she looked healthy.  

She even seemed to have gained some weight.  

Si-ho cautiously approached Anna, lifting her chin to get a better look at her face.  

But as soon as she saw Anna’s white eyes, she instantly stepped back.  

As if she was scared, the fur on her ears stood on end.  

"Even if you're a fox, I can’t. I'm hiding right now because we're playing tag."  

"Tag...?"  

Anna quickly grasped the meaning behind the game.  

Misha had suggested it to keep Si-ho away from her.  

Since Si-ho, in this state, wouldn’t understand that she was meant to die by command, Misha had forced her to run.  

"I talked to Misha."  

"With Misha? Then, does that mean you're 'it' now?"  

Si-ho tilted her head.  

Anna sighed deeply.  

"Yeah... something like that."  

"Then, you have to catch me."  

Si-ho half-closed her eyes and smirked mischievously.  

Her elongated pupils stared straight at Anna, teasing her.  

"If you catch me, I’ll acknowledge you."  

"Wait..."  

Before Anna could finish her sentence.  

Si-ho cut her off and dashed into the dark forest.  

The rustling of leaves echoed through the trees.  

Anna smirked as she watched the fleeing fox.  

Did she really think she could escape from her?  

Anna secured the wolf headband tightly on her head so it wouldn’t fall off.  

And in a small voice, she murmured.  

"Then, I’ll catch you."  

She bent her knees like a sprinter.  

Then, like a bullet, she shot forward, following Si-ho’s tracks.  

She sprinted through the forest without hesitation.  

But no matter how fast she ran, Si-ho’s figure was nowhere in sight.  

She was never good at running.  

Was it because of those strange animal ears? She had become ridiculously fast and agile.  

Just like a fox.  

But no matter how fox-like she was, her body hadn’t completely changed.  

Running barefoot left clear traces behind.  

Anna knew that if this turned into a stamina battle, she would definitely win.  

Hunting was all about persistence, after all.  

And Anna’s title was Hunter Killer—the one who hunted the hunters.  

"---."  

After running for a while.  

The sound of water echoed in the distance.  

And Si-ho’s tracks led straight toward it.  

Anna pushed through the branches and arrived at the source of the sound.  

A waterfall cascaded down into a stream.  

And beside the waterfall stood a small, cozy cabin.  

Anna moved toward the cabin as quietly as possible.  

The loud roar of the waterfall completely masked her presence.  

Even with fox ears, Si-ho wouldn’t be able to notice her.  

Anna carefully reached for the doorknob.  

And slowly, she opened the door.
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    The door was not locked.

Anna entered the cabin and calmly surveyed the surroundings.

The interior seemed as if someone had lived there recently, with clear signs of human presence.

In the middle of the house, embers flickered in a hearth.

The bed was adorned with fluffy duvets and pillows.

Anna lightly traced her finger across the bed.

Not a speck of dust clung to her finger.

She absentmindedly wiped her finger that had brushed the bed.

Somewhere here, Si-ho must be hiding.

She needed to take her back soon.

Anna immediately bent down to look under the bed.

Her silver hair spilled onto the floor.

But the floor only had old wooden planks.

Si-ho was nowhere to be seen.

In this cramped space, the only place to hide seemed to be under the bed.

Where could she be hiding?

Suddenly, Anna's attention was drawn to the sound of loud water.

Such wooden houses tend to rot quickly when they absorb water.

Yet, the window was open?

Water was splashing in, wetting the interior?

No homeowner would ever leave the window open.

This meant someone had escaped through the window.

Anna silently approached the window.

Dawn was breaking, and mist was rising over the stream.

The woman leaned out of the window.

"..."

Anna was certain Si-ho was here.

No matter how fast one can move, there are limits to the distance a human can cover.

Even she was breathing heavily.

Si-ho, with her fox ears, couldn't be that fast...

Anna paused her thoughts.

There was a very faint noise.

And the direction of that sound was...

The woman bent down below the window frame.

And there, sitting right under the window, trying to hold her breath, was Si-ho.

She was covering her mouth with both hands, but soon Anna's falling hair tickled her face.

"Ah..."

Her fox eyes shook as she sensed her defeat.

Anna looked at her and her eyes sparkled even more.

"Found you."

She raised her hand in the air.

And just as she was about to grab Si-ho's shoulder.

The fox desperately twisted her body.

But then she slipped and fell into the water.

"Si-ho...!"

Anna's calm pupils suddenly shook.

She quickly climbed over the window frame and landed on the ground.

And she looked toward the water where Si-ho had fallen.

From the outside, it didn't look very deep.

Anna blankly stared at the water.

Hoping she would come up soon...?

But...

No matter how long she waited, Si-ho did not emerge.

"Damn..."

Anxiety creeping in, Anna sighed briefly.

She also threw off her ragged jacket.

And then she dove straight into the water.

The murky water.

Even there, Anna kept her eyes wide open as she searched for Si-ho.

Soon, she found Si-ho slowly sinking in the water.

She swam towards her relentlessly.

Anna, genetically engineered with a swimmer's genes, grabbed Si-ho with the agility of a fox.

The fox had ingested a lot of water and lay coldly unconscious, her eyes closed.

Holding her, Anna resurfaced once again.

Just like when she had escaped from Lee Dae-eun at the department store in the past.

"---!"

As she emerged from the water, the sound of the waterfall intensified.

In the midst of it, Anna repeatedly shouted Si-ho's name.

Then, the fox slowly opened her eyes again.

With half-closed eyes, she said,

"I got caught..."

"Now's not the time for that."

At Anna's firm words, Si-ho curled the corners of her lips into a faint smile.

And with a decadent expression, she pressed her cheek against Anna's chest.

Through the soaked sleeveless shirt, Anna could feel her body temperature.

Si-ho murmured, feeling the warmth on her cheek,

"I'm actually good at swimming. I got a cramp in my leg from running too long..."

"I get it, let's go inside."

Anna cut off Si-ho's mumbling abruptly.

And holding her, she went back inside the cabin.

Si-ho shivered with cold.

Anna looked down at her with concern.

"Are you cold?"

"Today is a bit chilly."

Of course, it would be cold after jumping into the water at dawn.

But the fox made a cheeky excuse about the weather, rolling her eyes.

Her long hair was completely tangled, and the ears on her head drooped limply.

Especially, her thoroughly soaked T-shirt was striking.

Because of the thin fabric, everything underneath was clearly visible.

Her full breasts and protruding nipples.

Anna tried her best to pretend she hadn't seen it and turned her head away expressionlessly.

Then, she spotted a flint under the hearth.

Anna picked it up and struck it hard.

"---!"

But perhaps due to her too strong force.

Or maybe because Si-ho's wet appearance was startling.

The flint crumbled to dust as soon as it was struck.

"Damn..."

Anna turned her head hurriedly.

The only thing she caught sight of was a blanket.

She grabbed it and wrapped Si-ho in it.

"Wait here. I'll look for something to start a fire."

Anna stuttered as she tried to go outside.

Then Si-ho, with narrowed eyes, called her to stop.

"No, I've already looked around, there's nothing to start a fire with."

"..."

"Come sit with me."

Si-ho extended her hand from under the blanket and gently patted the spot beside her.

Anna silently looked at her, and eventually, she sat down beside her.

Her left leg shook noisily.

As if she was trying hard not to care about something.

Then Si-ho tilted her head to look up at her.

"Why are you like this? You caught me, but you don't seem happy at all."

"What's..."

"You won at tag."

Si-ho slyly slid out from under the blanket and approached Anna like a fox.

Looking down, her cleavage was clearly exposed.

"Usually, when Misha and I play games, we put a reward on the line. So..."

"Tell me what reward you want."

A reward?

Is a reward necessary when friends are just playing?

Misha seems to have really raised Si-ho like a pet.

Giving treats as a reward for taking a walk, just like a dog.

"I can't think of anything."

"Is that so?"

At Anna's indifferent reply, Si-ho tilted her head in confusion.

Then, as if a good idea had struck her, she opened her eyes even more drowsily.

"Then, shall I give you a reward in our style?"

"Your style?"

"The kind of rewards Misha and I usually give each other."

"What is it...?"

Anna turned her head curiously.

And in that moment,

Si-ho's smooth lips met hers.

The fox's long tongue explored Anna's mouth thoroughly.

Feeling this for the first time, Anna's calm white pupils shook.

She hastily pulled her face away.

Soon, a thin strand stretched between Anna's and Si-ho's lips.

Anna quickly wiped it off with the back of her hand.

"Why did you do that?"

Si-ho asked nonchalantly as Anna looked flustered.

Anna, flipping her thoroughly wet hair, exclaimed,

"How is that supposed to be a reward...?"

"It is a reward. Kisses feel good, don't they?"

Si-ho rubbed her lips with her fingers, smearing Anna's saliva to keep them moist.

"But... that's something partners do."

Anna's face flushed pink.

Her normally pale complexion made the blush all the more visible.

"Partners...?"

"Don't you know what partners are?"

"Yes. Misha hasn't taught me the difficult words yet."

Anna returned to a blank expression at her response.

What could replace the word 'partner'?

After all, she was someone who hadn't developed emotions until recently.

And having grown up in a facility, her language skills were weak.

What expression could she think of?

Suddenly, a word Sun-ye had taught her at the facility came to mind.

"Anna, do you know where duels originated from?"

"No."

"Actually, duels started as competitions between males over a mate they liked."

"A mate they liked...?"

"The word 'mate' might be unfamiliar to you. How to explain it..."

Back then, Sun-ye had struggled to explain the meaning of the word.

Her face had turned beet red as she stuttered.

And now,

Like Sun-ye back then, Anna's face turned red as she fumbled.

"So... it's like a partner chosen for breeding."

"Breeding? How is that done?"

Si-ho leaned in closer to Anna.

Then a strong scent began to emanate from her.

Anna, with her heightened senses, quickly recognized the smell.

It was rich and savory.

The heat from Si-ho's soaked clothes and her warmed body produced a strange fragrance.

No.

Actually, a similar scent had come from Sun-ye.

And afterward, the two kissed and explored each other's bodies.

But Anna had forcefully denied those feelings.

She's Sun-ye's sister.

It was wrong to feel strange emotions towards the sister of someone she liked.

The cold-hearted killer turned her head sharply away.

Then, the sly girl tapped Anna's wet shoulder with her fingers.

"Is it something too embarrassing to talk about?"

Si-ho's long fingers trailed down her shoulder to her arm and finally rested on her firm side.

"What could it be...?"

As she touched the side, Si-ho's fingers paused.

Soon, she bent her head towards Anna's abdomen and said,

"Did you get hurt?"

Si-ho's breath tickled Anna's bruised abdomen.

Thanks to it, a wound she had sustained in a fight with 06 throbbed.

"It's nothing."

Anna tried to brush off the sensation.

But soon, she got goosebumps all over her body.

Because Si-ho's tongue had touched her sensitive abdomen.

The fox began to lick the wounded belly of the wolf.

Very gently and soothingly.

"How did you get hurt?"

Si-ho, with her mouth full of saliva, looked up at Anna.

The sensation made Anna's whole body tingle as she stared down at Si-ho in a daze.

And she murmured as if enchanted,

"During a fight..."

"Did you win?"

Si-ho's eyes, elongated vertically, sparkled.

It was as if she was testing Anna's worth.

"Yes, I won."

"Then, it's a scar of victory."

Si-ho smiled faintly.

And once again, she began to explore Anna's abdomen.

The peculiar sensation made Anna's thighs tremble and tense up.

Soon, Si-ho's tongue began to move lower toward her lower abdomen.

Feeling a sense of danger, Anna instinctively stepped back.

She had never felt threatened by anyone before.

But from the small fox before her, she felt the greatest fear of her life.

Then, with a calm tone, Si-ho asked Anna,

"Why are you doing this?"

"Stop it..."

"I was just healing you."

The fox pointed to Anna's wound with her finger.

Looking down where her hand pointed, Anna saw that the cut was indeed healing a little.

"Normally, you lick wounds like this, don't you?"

Si-ho licked her own forearm.

And, reassuringly, she pressed closer to Anna.

Soon, with a curious touch, she felt Anna's sturdy body with her fingers.

"You are really a strong fox..."

"..."

"Misha once explained about my species to me."

The fox's plump cheeks touched Anna's soft sleeveless shirt.

Soon, she nuzzled her nose against Anna's firm breasts.

"Foxes choose strong mates for their survival."

Anna's calm heart fluttered.

Si-ho, sensing the vibration, pressed in closer and asked softly,

"Don't you also need that? A mate like that..."

The innocence in the fox's eyes had changed.

As if she had awakened to an instinct.
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    "What is that supposed to mean..."

Si-ho clung to Anna like a fox.

Anna, overpowered by her strength, was laid on the bed.

Si-ho's elongated hair cascaded down upon her.

Thanks to that, the fox's eyes darkened even more.

Her pupils elongated like those of an animal.

They were no longer human eyes.

"Damn it..."

Anna wanted to push her away right then.

But at some point, she had started having trouble controlling her strength.

Perhaps it was after she had been kissed by her.

It felt as if some foreign substance had entered her body, interfering with her brain's commands.

It felt as if she had ingested a drug.

What if she inadvertently hurt her by pushing her away in this state?

Having lost her powers, Si-ho was just an ordinary girl now.

"Oh... You're not resisting."

"Did you also take a liking to me, Fox?"

Si-ho panted and exhaled a white breath.

As a fox, she could no longer contain her reproductive instincts.

Climbing fully atop Anna, her thighs became hot and taut.

The fact that she wore only a wet white T-shirt made it obvious that her underwear was soaked.

So soaked that viscous fluid flowed through the gaps.

The fluid dripped down, soaking Anna's pants.

"I can't take it anymore..."

Si-ho's smooth lips touched Anna's.

In the shadowed moment, Anna reflexively pushed her away.

"Ah..."

The fox moaned in agony as she fell to the side.

Barely escaping from her, Anna gasped for breath.

"I'm, I'm sorry... Are you hurt?"

Tears welled up in Si-ho's eyes.

She grimaced in sadness, clutching her pushed shoulder.

"It hurts..."

"Where did you hurt?"

Anna hurried over to her.

Si-ho carefully pointed to her neck.

The lady gasped for breath, staring at the neck.

At that moment.

Si-ho once again wrapped around Anna's neck.

And gently pressed her lips to hers.

Twisting her face, Si-ho savored Anna's soft lips.

She then forced her way in and freely ravaged her hard tongue.

She struggled to control the flailing tongue.

And squeezed it as if caressing.

Anna's eyes wavered.

Seizing the moment in her dazed mind, she thrust her tongue deep into her throat.

Si-ho's tongue had grown longer since becoming a fox.

Just as she had been violated, she violated Anna in the same way.

Then, Si-ho's pupils began to spin.

It felt like this to forcibly devour someone's mouth.

Her instincts awakened further, she had no intention of letting go of the breathless Russian lady.

She continuously injected her saliva into the innocent her.

"---."

Before long, Anna's mouth was smeared with Si-ho's essence.

She wore a decadent expression as if enchanted by the fox.

Pleased with that look, the fox immediately proceeded to the next step.

No matter how tough Anna was, in the end, she was a female.

Her protruding breasts were naturally soft.

The fox fiddled with Anna's taut tank top with her long fingers.

One by one, her fingers gently massaged her breasts.

And, responding to this, Anna's breasts also softened bit by bit.

She gradually became accustomed to the fox's touch.

"Stop... stop it."

Anna frowned and muttered.

Gradually, she too began to feel strange in her body.

"My body's becoming numb..."

Initially, it was out of fear of hurting Si-ho.

But after repeatedly being injected with fluids, her body began to feel lethargic.

"Did you just notice?"

Si-ho smirked provocatively.

Shyly lifting her wet T-shirt.

Her thoroughly soaked underwear was then revealed.

A small glass bottle tucked between the straps and her pelvis caught the eye.

Anna recognized that bottle.

The substance she had always kept in her jacket, smeared on her dagger.

It was a paralytic agent.

"I had to use this method to defeat someone like you."

Si-ho gently lowered her T-shirt.

And once again began to tame Anna's breasts.

Solely to make her her own.

Her long fingers dug under the tank top to her underbust.

And then grabbed and kneaded freely.

The previously hard breasts of Anna began to soften.

"Ah..."

Anna normally had a very low voice.

But now, caught by Si-ho, she began to emit a more feminine voice than anyone else.

She was caught.

Trapped in the fox's inescapable snare.

Knowing yet unable to escape.

Si-ho approached from behind Anna and attached her drenched breasts to her back.

And continued to knead her breasts until she was completely corrupted.

"Such a sturdy body."

Her thighs struggled to overcome the paralysis.

But eventually, the pleasure from her breasts caused even her thighs to lose strength.

"Don't hold back. We're both females, after all. We should accept each other as females."

As she said this, Si-ho's voice also grew breathless.

Anna soon felt a warm sensation on her back.

Between her back and Si-ho's wet T-shirt, a viscous fluid was felt.

It smelled nutty and smooth.

The excitement of violating Anna alone made milk flow from Si-ho's nipples.

Just a bit viscously.

Si-ho was looking forward to the completion of the male that would violate her.

"---."

Realizing the fluid was milk, Anna soon felt her abdomen throb.

Soon, her underwear also gradually became damp.

Finally, she let out a short cry and bowed her head.

Si-ho, satisfied with that voice.

She deftly slipped into Anna's side and looked up at her bowed head.

Her shaking white pupils.

Teasingly, Si-ho inserted her fingers into Anna's pants.

Her middle and index fingers wriggled as they toyed with Anna's forest.

Soon, they cleared the way and reached her prominently swollen vulva.

Si-ho tapped it like playing a keyboard.

Then, she slightly spread the sides.

Anna's erect clitoris slowly protruded.

As she toyed with it, Anna somehow tucked her thighs.

Pleased by that sight, Si-ho smiled broadly.

"Oh my."

As if teasing, she lightly spread her thighs with both hands.

And like a fox, she bent her waist and peered into her crotch.

She lightly pulled down her steaming underwear.

And slowly extended her viscous tongue while flipping her wet hair.

"Don't..."

"How could I not?"

Anna looked down at her with pleading eyes.

Then, Si-ho skillfully manipulated her tongue, teasing Anna.

"Like this, maybe?"

Her tongue tip touched Anna's clitoris.

At that touch, Anna shivered all over and her hips jerked.

Her body was paralyzed by the paralytic agent.

Yet, Anna, with her exceptionally sensitive senses, still felt pleasure intensely.

It was different from when she was with Sun-ye.

Back then, they curiously observed each other's clitorises.

This was different.

Si-ho wrapped Anna's clit with her long tongue and teasingly sucked it.

In that moment.

Anna's fluids splashed onto Si-ho's face.

A fox with white fluid dripping down her nose.

She tasted the liquid blissfully with her tongue.

"Tasty..."

Si-ho savored the flavor and closed her eyes.

Then she pressed her lips to Anna's fully relaxed vulva.

She kissed it repeatedly as if worshipping a precious relic.

Anna's eyes glazed over as if drugged.

The climax left her body limp.

The paralysis from the paralytic agent seemed to have mostly subsided after the climax.

But every time she tried to get up, Si-ho kept sucking at Anna's vulva, rendering her powerless.

The victorious fox, dripping with fluids, smiled.

She licked her forepaw, satisfied with having conquered such a strong mate.

Anna stared blankly at her.

Then, she seemed to make a decision and bit her lip.

"---!"

The expression on the fox's face quickly turned to one of panic.

For the mate she thought was perfectly tamed had pushed her away with superhuman strength.

As a result, she ended up defenselessly lying on the bed.

"There should be limits even if you've lost your memory..."

Anna gasped for breath and muttered.

She planned to knock her out and take her outside right away.

But.

Seeing Si-ho laid out, all sorts of thoughts swirled in her head.

Si-ho, flaunting her allure like a fox.

And the nipples, stiff under the soaked t-shirt.

She wanted to lick the milk springing from her voluptuous breasts.

Her own crotch was already dripping with fluids.

Pretending to be dignified was pointless now.

Soon, she knelt down.

And gradually covered Si-ho's tempting body.

"Well done, Ms. Fox."

Si-ho stretched her arms into the air.

The fox, cradling Anna's soft cheeks, injected her fluids back into her mouth.

Then Anna's focus completely disappeared.

She explored the breasts that had captivated her gaze so much.

The more she touched, the more milk squirted from the stiff nipples.

She continued to suck like a child.

"It tickles..."

At the sensation, Si-ho covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

But at the same time, she gently stroked the head of her mate clinging to her.

Milk kept flowing no matter how much she sucked.

Anna, now a perfect female, eventually raised her head.

Milk dripped from her mouth.

"You... are the wicked one..."

Anna said this and slipped her fingers under Si-ho's underwear strap.

And gently slid down her panties along her thighs.

Then she lifted Si-ho's tense thighs onto her shoulders.

The fox's plump vulva was fully exposed.

White fluids were already abundant there.

Anna aligned her own crotch against it.

Their pubic hairs tangled, and the white fluids made a squelching sound.

Anna seemed to like the erotic sound, pushing her hips forward, continuously making noise.

Her sensual waist was pronounced.

Her large Western pelvis and sexy curves danced.

The two stiff clitorises rubbed against each other.

Their white and yellow fluids mixed together.

As if penetrating each other, Anna played Si-ho's vulva.

Si-ho, too, joyously screamed in tune with the play.

The joy of being chosen as a female.

A cry of pleasure.

That sound filled the cabin.

Anna, with her characteristic strength, wedged her pronounced vulva into Si-ho's vagina.

Si-ho, experiencing pleasure like never before, covered her face with her hands and moaned.

She knew Anna was strong, but she had never dreamed it would be to this extent.

Her breasts, sucked countless times, emitted milk again from the immense pleasure.

It felt as if there was no going back.

Memories of being Do-hyun, once thought to be lost, slowly faded from her mind.

"---!"

Soon, viscous fluids squirted like a fountain between the two pubic regions.

Si-ho screamed with a long moan and arched her back.

Then, exhausted, she lay her wet body on the bed.

The spent fox, clutching her thighs, looked up at Anna and muttered.

"That was good..."

"..."

The two sisters had clearly climaxed together.

But unlike Si-ho, Anna remained expressionless.

"If you could just get off now..."

As Si-ho tried to speak,

Anna firmly grasped her thighs again.

And started rubbing her hips against Si-ho's vulva, like a wolf.

"Just a moment!"

Anna ignored any pleas of a female.

As if making her pay for daring to seduce her, she began exploring Si-ho again.

"Let me rest now...!"

Overwhelming strength.

Thanks to that, Si-ho's brain, once dominated by pleasure, began to regain consciousness.

Even three hours that Misha had mentioned had passed.

The memories of Do-hyun, thought to have disappeared, returned.

When she awoke, what she saw first.

Thighs spread, milk dripping, and voluptuous breasts swaying—

And the silver wolf, fully awake to the pleasure she had been sleeping in.
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    It felt like I had been dreaming for a long time.

As if I had been submerged alone in deep water.

During that time, I had many thoughts.

People who had protected me.

Ji-soo noona, Anna, Executor.

I was terrified because I couldn't recall their faces.

I hoped that when I opened my eyes again, I would see their clear faces.

But when I opened my eyes...

What I saw in front of me was a silver wolf.

And a very excited one.

She was naked, showing off her smooth skin.

And she had my thighs over her shoulders...

Rubbing hers against my groin.

Anna's buttocks danced sensually.

Every time hers touched me, my lower abdomen twitched.

Each time our parts touched, the area felt tightly squeezed.

Every time I felt that, my breasts shook and became sensitive.

And from being so sensitive, milk started flowing from my nipples.

It was as ecstatic as ejaculating when I was a man.

My body was drenched in pleasure.

I clearly remember trying to rescue noona.

The look of pity on Misha’s face as she injected me.

But that was all...

Why am I doing this with Anna now...

I wanted to resist somehow.

But my body screamed like a female each time it rubbed against hers.

And gradually I...

Stopped thinking and accepted the pleasure.

"Anna... stop... I’ve regained my memory..."

I mumbled, drooling.

Then Anna pushed her cloudy eyes close to mine.

"So what?"

"Naturally... ah..."

I couldn't even finish my sentence.

She teased me more by pressing her groin against mine.

And she moved rhythmically.

Our parts fit together perfectly.

Then, nectar started dripping from my nipples.

Anna looked down on me pathetically.

She rubbed my breasts with her fingers and flicked them teasingly.

As she did, nectar dripped drop by drop.

"Whether you remember or not, you're still a female."

The wolf pushed her body even closer.

My flexible thighs spread even wider.

As we did, a sticky sound leaked from between us.

And soon, that sound was repeated endlessly.

Until I was exhausted.

The fox ears on my head drooped.

I gasped for air and collapsed on the bed.

It's really unfair that even though I was exhausted, my body was still aroused.

Anna looked at me blankly as I panted with my tongue out.

I flinched a little, scared of her gaze.

My groin, dripping with juice, was firmly clenched, and I wriggled trying to get off the bed.

I barely made it to the edge of the bed.

I was about to go down to drink something.

But I wasn't even given that time.

It was definitely Anna who had been rubbing against me like crazy.

But she wasn't tired at all.

She breathed heavily, not from fatigue.

The excitement hadn't worn off yet.

The wolf in heat grabbed my ankle.

"Please... stop..."

Goosebumps covered my body.

My foolish body began to erect again.

But I didn't want it.

This emotion, this feeling.

Surely I'm not a female.

But before I could deny it, I was already being dragged deep into the bed.

Anna coiled around my body.

And she looked down at me with a vacant expression.

"Anna... I'm so thirsty... let me rest..."

I managed to croak out.

Then Anna tossed her disheveled white hair like an angel.

And for the first time, she showed me a mischievous smile.

"Thirsty...?"

"I'll give you water."

She said that and slowly pushed her face closer to mine.

The strong scent of soap choked my nose.

Her tongue slipped between my lips.

Instead of water, I was forced to drink her fluids.

Every time I swallowed, my arms twitched.

When I finally got away from her, Anna drooled and mumbled.

"So cute."

"I could kill you."

I was dazed by the suffocating kiss.

Eventually, I collapsed on the bed again.

Anna lay down beside me.

She clasped her hands and used them as a pillow.

Thanks to that, her armpit skin stood out.

Anna's unique soap scent wafted from there.

They say all white people have a strong body odor.

Maybe Anna, a manufactured human, is a bit different.

Somehow, I wanted to lick that place.

I wanted to taste the flesh that protruded like shellfish.

I shut my eyes tightly against that chilling feeling.

What on earth have they done to my body?

What are these strange ears on my head?

Why…?

I tightly wrapped my arms around my body.

My erect breasts completely filled my arms.

Anna stared at me intently.

When our eyes met, I shyly bowed my head.

Then, a spot on my chest caught my eye.

Anna stuck her finger there.

Her finger burrowed between my protruding breasts.

She wriggled her finger as if teasing the flesh.

"You have to take responsibility. You made me this way."

What nonsense is that?

That's something I should say, having been done to!

I looked up at her resentfully.

Then Anna once again made a very serious face.

"I'll take responsibility for you to the end."

The moment I saw that expression, I was at a loss for words.

It's sincere.

She no longer just wears an expressionless face.

Now, every time she looks at me, she starts making complicated expressions.

Something eerie and frightening...

It's good that she has become more emotional, but...

It's somewhat terrifying.

It feels like something that shouldn't have awakened has awoken.

I don't know what happened between her and me.

What on earth did I say to her while I was unconscious...

But what's certain is that I'm in Anna's arms, not in Assemblywoman Park's.

And instead of pain, I'm immersed in pleasure.

Thinking about it... pleasure might be better than pain.

Due to my heightened sensitivity, it seems my mind has also become strange.

I feel stupid.

I stare blankly out the window.

The sun is already high in the sky.

The dawn mist has lifted, and the sound of birds chirping has grown louder.

How long have we been at this?

The smell of my breast milk fills the blanket.

A savory smell.

Someone knocks on the door.

Startled by the sound, we both jump.

Anna quickly sits up.

And hurriedly picks up and puts on her discarded jacket.

Wearing only a jacket and pants on her naked body.

Her breasts were precariously covered by the jacket.

I clutch the blanket I was under tightly.

And curl up in the corner of the bed.

Anna cautiously turns the doorknob.

Morning sunlight pours through the opened door crack.

Two shadows block the sunlight.

I know who these two people are.

One is someone who has recently protected and loved me.

The other is someone who taught me the meaning of life in the past.

"What’s going on... I heard you went to find Si-ho, why are you like this?"

They are taken aback by Anna's nearly naked appearance.

But that was just the beginning.

Over Anna's shoulder, the bed can be seen.

My embarrassed figure clutching the blanket.

Seeing this, the expressions on their faces turn from shock to utter bewilderment.

"Si-ho...?"

Ji-soo murmurs with her hand over her mouth.

In contrast, Executor still looks unfocused.

She gapes at my ruined appearance.

"Si-ho..."

Bare-bodied under the blanket, twitching fox ears.

Seeing that, Executor's eyes roll back.

"Everyone out."

Red Snake mutters in a serious tone.

And she quickly rushes to pounce on me.

"---!"

At the thought of being violated again, I hurriedly covered myself with the blanket.

The two standing beside me urgently restrain the frenzied Executor.

"Ex... Executor, hold back!"

Thus, I was finally rescued.

After a full two weeks.

When I was caught by the assemblywoman, I thought only a day had passed.

But it seems a lot has happened while I was unconscious.

That must be why these strange ears are on my head.

And my chest, my eyes, even my fangs...

Have I been subjected to body modification?

Damn it.

I'm crumpled in the back seat of a sports car, my knees pulled up tightly.

Ji-soo noona looks down at me intently.

It's too embarrassing.

To show such a state to noona, whom I've just reunited with.

I’d rather die again...

"Um, Si-ho... I didn’t see anything."

"Please. Don’t even say that..."

That pitiful remark.

It's noona's typically worried tone.

I cover my face with both hands and bow my head.

Executor, sitting in the passenger seat, looks back at me intently.

She glares at me with a mischievous expression.

Soon, Executor secretly mouths something to me.

「See you back home.」

The moment I understand her words.

Chills run down my spine.

The ears on my head perk up.

She then sends me a provocative look and turns her head again.

"What did you do to the kid to make her so listless?"

She glares resentfully at Anna.

Regardless of the snake, the wolf holding the steering wheel still looks relaxed.

"What did you do."

"Sent you to fetch the kid, and you laid hands on her? Are you crazy?"

She looks ready to fight Anna right there.

But Anna, who has become more emotional, just smirks at Executor.

"So, did you also suck and bite all over Chinatown?"

Anna's barb hits its mark.

Executor's red eyes violently shake.

"That was because of the drugs, and you were in your right mind!"

Executor grabs Anna's shoulder and shakes her violently.

Because of this, the steering wheel also wobbles, and the car swerves.

Ji-soo cautiously holds my shoulder.

And steadies my shaking body.

She brings her lips close to my ear.

Could it be the warm breath I feel, or the perking of the fox ears on my head?

"Do those two seem like a mom and dad to you?"

Is this really the time for jokes?

I wanted to ask seriously.

But too exhausted, I just shake my head with a decadent expression.

Then noona chuckles and whispers to me again.

My face flushes the moment I hear her words.

"Ah, if they were parents, that would be kind of dangerous."

"Should I consider them as boyfriends then-."

I look up at her with a greatly wronged expression.

Then, Ji-soo noona chuckles and pats my shoulder.

Her brown hair sways and tickles me.

I gaze up at her beautiful face.

I’ve met my first love again.

Her amber eyes, her fragrant scent, everything is as it was.

But why on earth... did I have to meet her like this...

On the way back, I sighed deeply, wishing the ground would swallow me.

The black Porsche sped toward the horizon.

Leaving Hangyeryeong behind, longing for Seoul.

Before long, the midday sun caresses us.

We pass Gangdong District and soon arrive in Sindorim.

Gradually, the familiar sight of Moment Bar appears.

Though I'd been away for only two weeks, it felt as if I hadn't seen it for years.

"I'm back."

At last, my eyes returned to those of a human.

And I deeply breathed in the atmosphere of my hometown.
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    Quiet Moment Bar.

It's still noon, and no one has come to work yet.

However, there are as many as four women inside the bar.

They seem to be waiting for someone, staring intently at the front door.

Soon, a white sedan stopped in front of the bar.

Eventually, from the back seat, a figure resembling the Executor and Baeksa from Ilshim, descended.

A man with fluffy, curly white hair pushed up his glasses.

And leisurely, he opened the door to the Moment entrance with a medical bag in hand.

"Welcome... Oh."

I almost greeted out of reflex at the sound of the tinkling door.

Then the Executor chuckled and stroked my head.

Ah, how embarrassing.

Even though I've taken a break from work, the bartender habits still linger.

Perhaps due to my face flushing red, the fox ears on my head drooped significantly.

The Executor's lips twitched, amused by my all-too-revealing emotional expression.

She playfully tugged at my ears as if they were dough.

Something about the texture felt odd.

My body shivered uncontrollably from the strange sensitivity.

"Why did you call me here instead of the hospital?"

He yawned, seemingly exhausted.

Despite the name 'Baeksa,' dark circles had formed under his eyes.

"There are already plenty of patients these days..."

Typical of a major hospital director, he seems displeased with such trivial matters.

After all, he must be busy saving dying people, but...

It seems I was more important to the Executor than those critical patients.

As if I had contracted an incurable disease, she seemed gravely concerned.

Wait, it couldn't actually be an incurable disease, could it...?

I'd rather die than live like this forever...

"I wish you would check on Si-ho's condition."

The Executor grabbed my shoulder and showed my condition directly to him.

Then Baeksa tilted his head in confusion.

"What's this...?"

"You don't know either?"

The Executor looked troubled yet strangely pleased.

"No, I know. But how did such a beauty end up like this?"

"A beauty...?"

Ji-soo burst into laughter at that comment.

She covered her smooth lips with the back of her hand, chuckling.

I wanted to deny it quickly.

But before I could, the Executor sighed deeply and cut off the timing.

"It seems she's been through a lot while she was kidnapped."

"That person has a bad hobby."

Baeksa slowly approached me and knelt down.

Then, with a look of genuine concern, he asked me politely.

"May I examine your body for a moment?"

"Yes..."

I muttered, avoiding his gaze.

Then Baeksa carefully grasped my chin.

And like a veterinarian checking an animal's health, he looked me over from various angles.

His first focus was on the problematic fox ears embedded in my head.

"These are the ears of a Night Stalker, specifically those of a female in heat."

He frowned at the rich female scent emanating from the ears.

"It's hard to come by these... Your intent seems very impure."

"Impure?"

When the Executor urgently asked, Baeksa shook his head.

And then he inserted a cotton swab into my ear and cleaned it himself.

That eerie sensation made my thighs involuntarily clench.

"There are only two reasons someone would attach the ears of a Night Stalker to their head."

"One is for supporters who gather information."

"And the other?"

The Executor and Anna asked simultaneously.

Baeksa nonchalantly shrugged his shoulders.

"Well, the rest are either perverts or prostitutes from the red-light district. A specific clientele that likes animal ears."

"Especially when you plug in the ears of a female in heat, the unique erotic scent intensifies. The wearer's body condition begins to change accordingly."

Hearing this, both women simultaneously coughed.

And turned their heads away from my gaze.

What's going on...

Why is everyone acting like this?

"Then, let's check the progression of your foxification."

Baeksa cautiously placed his fingers on my face.

And pulled my eyelids to examine my pupils.

"Oh... your eyes have completely changed."

He murmured, looking at my elongated pupils.

Thanks to that, I suddenly felt gloomy.

"Let's open your mouth."

He slowly pried my lips open with his fingers.

Responding, I opened my mouth wide.

Thick saliva stretched between my teeth.

Then Baeksa carefully examined my elongated fangs and shook his head.

"Considering the length of your fangs, it's been at least a week since the onset."

"Can I go back?"

The Executor asked in a worried tone.

Baeksa nodded nonchalantly as if it was nothing.

"It's possible. But, if it's progressed this far, it will take some time to fully recover."

"How long?"

"At least a month...?"

Baeksa held his chin with a serious expression.

But, at that moment.

"Nice."

"???"

The Executor murmured to herself quietly.

Everyone looked at her with puzzled expressions.

The Executor immediately clenched her fists and then relaxed her posture.

"Why, at least it's treatable. That's why I'm happy."

Baeksa nodded as if he understood.

However, I couldn't agree with her reaction at all.

I know.

That wasn't joy because it was 'treatable.'

Feeling chills, I quickly looked around.

Then, I suddenly made eye contact with Anna.

Usually, she always remained expressionless when looking at me.

But when our eyes met, she slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

Her eyes had turned enticingly seductive.

The ruthless killer was nowhere to be seen, replaced by pronounced femininity.

Like a female wolf eyeing its prey.

This is trouble.

It's hard enough to handle the Executor...

My heart is racing.

My body has become so sensitive that it's incredibly hard to bear, given my already heightened sensitivity.

"As time goes by, your animal instincts will awaken, and your human emotions will diminish. To prevent this, I'll prescribe you some medication, which you should take weekly."

He grasped my shoulder and offered this advice earnestly.

I murmured to him in a pained voice, "Please, I beg you... I really might die..."

He seemed not to grasp the gravity of my words, casually laughing it off.

Baeksa doesn't understand.

What I've been through.

"Besides... this could easily be treated at a hospital..."

"Why did you have to call me all the way here?"

Baeksa stood up and asked the Executor.

She quickly composed herself and put on a serious face.

"There's another person you need to see."

"Another?"

Baeksa twitched his eyebrows, annoyed.

Then Anna gestured for him to follow her.

We all headed towards a black Porsche, following Anna.

Despite being quite far from the sports car, I could hear a distant thumping sound.

And the source of the sound was the trunk of the Porsche.

"What, is there someone with wolf ears attached for over a year or something?"

Baeksa stepped back involuntarily, as if frightened.

Then Anna went ahead and opened the trunk herself.

Soon, golden hair shimmered from within the dark trunk.

Misha, completely restrained, was writhing inside.

Originally her eyes were blue, but now they were completely bloodshot and shimmering.

Especially the '03' brand in her right eye glowed red.

"What's this...?"

Baeksa grimaced at the sight of the girl looking like a frenzied beast.

Her eyes were fixed on Si-ho.

Seeing Misha's usually kind demeanor in such a state was shocking to me.

Looking at her number tattoo made my neck itch.

"It's a command from her kin."

"A command from her kin... that's a psychic ability, right?"

Baeksa seemed to know about the ability and asked Anna.

She silently nodded in confirmation.

He muttered while looking at Misha, who seemed ready to kill me.

"It seems like the command was to kill the beauty."

"That means... this girl must be a ranker of the Counters."

Baeksa pondered deeply as he looked at Misha drooling with excitement.

Soon, he shook off his fear like a true doctor and began his analysis.

"Can you treat her?"

"I'm not sure. I've never seen a case like this before..."

"It's Assemblywoman Park's ability. She can impose an irresistible absolute command on those she brands."

As Anna spoke, the Executor also chimed in.

She grabbed my powerless body and spun me around.

"Si-ho has it too."

The Executor parted my hair to reveal a hidden tattoo on my neck.

Baeksa stared intently at the number '10' engraved there.

"Although no command has been issued to Si-ho yet, we don't know what she might do."

She pleaded with him in a voice unlike her usual charismatic tone, something touched my heart as well.

Though both of them are frightening...

They really cared about me.

Maybe I'm a person blessed with good interpersonal relationships.

"Well... since the vice-chairwoman also has a soft spot for you, I'll do my best too."

The healer from Ilshim nodded calmly.

Then he opened his medical bag and handed over two bottles first.

"This is a sedative. It contains my power to calm and clear your mind."

He slowly rotated the bottle filled with a white liquid.

Then he handed one each to Anna and the Executor.

"One for this girl, and one for the beauty. Meanwhile, I'll try to research a cure to neutralize that ability."

"I'm sorry... I know you're already busy with work..."

The Executor gave a bitter smile.

Baeksa chuckled and patted her shoulder.

"You've saved me countless times. It's the least I can do."

He gathered his medical bag, preparing to leave.

"And... I also want to study that ability, so don't feel too sorry."

Baeksa then headed out the door.

I too, deeply grateful, politely bid him farewell.

"It was nice meeting you, beauty."

"But, about those ears..."

Baeksa tapped his head before leaving.

"They're cute, so enjoy them for now."

He said this with a grin.

But I couldn't agree with his words.

Frowning, I flared my elongated fangs.

Who are you kidding...!

Yet, I couldn't confront him about it.

The two rankers smiled, each gripping one of my shoulders.

Their gaze looking down at me was somewhat eerie.

Like they were planning something for the night...

"It's okay. We'll protect you so Assemblywoman Park can't issue any strange commands."

"Uh...?"

What does that mean?

Are they suggesting we stay together from now on?

"Stay at our place until the brand fades."

The Executor said in a sinister voice.

Then Anna cut her off.

"No, that bitch is dangerous. Come to our house."

"Bitch? Who's the one who slept around like a dog? You're the bitch!"

The two of them grabbed each other's collars.

They seemed ready to tear the place apart, so I hurriedly intervened.

"Guys... let's not fight for now..."

My noona looked on with a chin propped in her hand, smiling contentedly.

Noona... this is no time to laugh!

I'm really going to die here!
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    "Phew... Let's calm down."

First, since I never know when Misha, who just took her medication, might lose control again, I have to manage her first.

I'll leave that to the Executor who is about to go to work at Ilshim.

And Anna has been giving me these strangely intense looks since earlier.

She definitely wants to do that again...

"Hey, guys..."

At my words, both of them stopped fighting at once.

And they stared down at me intently.

"You know, I'm going to sleep at my house tonight."

"What if Assemblywoman Park comes looking?"

Executor looked at me with serious eyes.

So did Anna.

They looked at me with faces full of worry, as if I were a pet left alone at home.

Uncomfortable with such treatment, I placed my hands on my hips.

And I said firmly,

"First, Anna. You look into Assemblywoman Park. Help me get rid of my mark."

"And Executor, you start by getting Misha admitted to the hospital."

I pointed at each of them one by one as I spoke.

Both of them frowned in displeasure at once.

"So, what about you?"

"If I turn weird, Ji-soo noona's line should be enough."

I pointed at her with my thumb.

At that, both rankers turned their chilly gazes towards her.

Then my noona, burdened by their stares, looked away.

"Why her of all people?"

"Right. She's weak."

Ji-soo flinched as if pained by the barrage of harsh truths.

It's not that she is weak, it's just that you guys are abnormally strong...

Sigh.

I sighed deeply and briefly explained the reason.

"Ji-soo noona doesn't have a place to stay right now."

"And even if I turn weird, she can sufficiently subdue me on her own."

I explained as calmly as possible.

However, the gazes of both rankers were still icy cold.

Executor spoke first.

Her distinctive chilling gaze fixed on Ji-soo.

"No place to live...?"

"Then, I'll give you one."

Executor pulled a golden card key from her pocket.

Seocho Penthouse...?

It's one of the few decent luxury apartments in Seoul.

My gaze naturally followed the beautiful golden card, just like my sister's eyes.

"I'll be staying at Si-ho's place, so you live there. For life."

Then Anna also stepped in.

She pulled out a black card she had bought a Porsche with.

And she was about to give it to Ji-soo.

"Buy a house with this."

No...

Why on earth are these kids acting like this?

"It's okay. In a way, it's my fault that Si-ho got hurt... I can't accept help like this again."

Typical of my noona.

She's too kind...

It's like she's completely disregarding both the golden axe and the silver axe.

I stepped forward to help her.

"See? She's feeling pressured. It's just for a while, not for life."

"How about coming into our area then?"

Executor stoutly suggested.

To Ilshim's territory...?

That must mean the luxury apartment village near the headquarters.

Surely it would be safe there in terms of security.

Assemblywoman Park wouldn't dare mess with Ilshim either.

Eventually, I had no choice but to nod in agreement to her words.

Better there than staying alone at home and having my last power stolen, like a fool.

I don't want to get entangled with the Association ever again.

Might as well go to Ilshim as Executor suggested.

Vice Chairman Na-hyun looked favorably on me anyway...

It should be okay.

"Alright. I'll do that."

As I smiled faintly, Executor brushed her chest in satisfaction.

She gently stroked my disheveled side hair.

"Really... stop making me worry."

Her red eyes gazed down at me softly.

Eyes that had always felt intimidating now seemed comforting.

But soon, her eyes hardened with killing intent again.

As soon as she saw Ji-soo noona standing next to me.

She reverted from a kind woman back to an organization's executive.

And she flicked her hand commandingly at Ji-soo.

Then my noona, like a new employee, timidly approached Executor.

Surrounded by Anna and Executor.

The two rankers, arms crossed, whispered to her, now barely a B-rank hunter.

"Just try touching Si-ho. You'll end up in a drum."

"Ah, understood..."

She clasped her hands together in a fluster.

My hair sticking out like antennae.

Maybe because of my fox ears.

My hearing had become too sharp, allowing me to hear their threats in a whisper.

Please, guys, don't embarrass me...

I covered my face with both hands.

Executor, in her business suit, tossed her black hair.

And she gracefully boarded the Genesis.

She sat in the driver's seat, her arm draped over the window sill.

Before leaving, she called me over for a moment.

"Si-ho."

I approached her gracefully.

Then Executor, somewhat embarrassed, raised her finger.

Soon her finger pointed at her own cheek.

"Ah..."

Why would she ask for something like this now?

So mischievous, really.

I carefully looked around.

Then quickly pecked her on the cheek.

"See you later. I'll definitely come find you after work."

In a voice as gentle as a girl's, she whispered.

"Okay..."

Executor was about to grasp the steering wheel.

But then, as if she still had something left to say, she hesitated for a moment.

"And I'm sorry."

"Uh...?"

"This is all my fault..."

It was Executor who had given me the recommendation letter to go to the Association.

She seemed to feel guilty as if all of this was her fault.

I smiled calmly at her.

And then I reached out my hand, sticking close to the car.

"Are you still worried about that?"

I hugged her with my thin arm.

Her warm breath was vividly felt.

"It's okay. Thanks to you, I was able to meet a precious connection again."

After a light hug, Executor was finally able to take the steering wheel.

She left the Moment bar leisurely, sunglasses on, returning to her role as a member of Ilshim.

As the sound of the Genesis completely disappeared, Anna also approached me.

She mumbled indifferently, avoiding my gaze.

"I'll be back."

"Yeah."

I smiled and clasped my hands behind my back.

But no matter how long I waited, she showed no signs of leaving.

As if she was hoping for something before leaving.

Ah, perhaps...

"Me too."

Anna shyly pointed to her own cheek.

At that sight, I couldn't help but chuckle inwardly.

Ever since she developed feelings, it's like... 

Anna has become a wolf that doesn't often show it but secretly craves attention.

I naturally reached out both arms.

Then Anna stooped down to meet my eye level.

I lightly kissed her cheek.

"Thanks for saving me."

Anna, seemingly awkward with praise, vigorously ruffled my hair.

Because of that, my fox ears got all messed up.

"See you later..."

Leaving me stunned, she got into her Porsche.

Soon, the sports car roared off towards the horizon.

Finally, the bar quieted down.

It was just my noona and I left.

"..."

Ji-soo stared fixedly at the departing Porsche.

It seemed like she was avoiding eye contact with me as much as possible.

After all, considering the terrifying threats she'd faced, how could she look at me?

It's a relief she didn't run away right then and there.

The air was awkward.

I cleared my throat and asked her.

"Since you're here, would you like to take a look around our bar?"

"Maybe I will."

She awkwardly fiddled with her side hair.

I quickly led her into Moment.

It was still midday, and Ji-wook sunbae hadn't arrived yet.

The cocktail bar was completely dark.

For the first time in a while, I turned on the lights here.

The faint smell of alcohol was comforting.

I had missed all of this.

"Wow... to actually be here..."

"You know about our bar?"

"Of course. It used to be called the sanctuary of hunters."

My noona's eyes always sparkled at the mention of alcohol.

As in the past, she's still a heavy drinker.

"That's all old news now. It's pretty quiet these days."

Ji-soo looked around the bar with a distant gaze.

She sat at the counter table and stared at the empty seat beside her.

Then she listlessly spun the chair around.

"I've always wanted to come here..."

I was about to enter behind the counter but stopped abruptly.

Without looking at my sister, I asked from behind her.

"With whom?"

My sudden question left her looking stunned.

Her breezy brown hair seemed to freeze.

I knew I was being rude.

But this is Moment.

The place I had promised to visit with my noona.

And now I am here with her.

Even if the circumstances are different, I thought I could ask that much.

She soon replied.

"With colleagues."

"Colleagues..."

I chuckled and went behind the counter.

Then I told her to wait a moment and went into the staff room to change into my bartender uniform.

The animal ears stuck out awkwardly, but the bartender uniform still suited me well.

A black blazer with a white shirt.

Tight slacks clinging to my thighs.

The atmosphere was different from when I had just been rescued.

Ji-soo watched me blankly.

"You had a lot of questions, didn't you?"

I stood gracefully behind the counter and said.

Then Ji-soo looked at me with a very serious expression.

"Yes... I had a lot of questions."

"Do you know Do-hyun?"

She approached the counter and asked.

Her golden eyes flickered.

"Do-hyun?"

"Yes. A low-rank healer, about 180 cm tall, with black hair..."

I took her words and continued.

Do-hyun was always a timid healer, the lowest of the low.

She would probably agree.

But the response from my sister was completely unexpected.

"Please take back the word 'lowest of the low.'"

"How pitiful it was when he always called himself that..."

The B-rank hunter fiddled with the menu on the table.

I watched her intently.

"Understood."

"I knew it. Always lagging behind others, but trying somehow to be helpful..."

"And then causing trouble, getting my sister and brother-in-law hurt."

As I repeatedly interrupted her, my sister showed displeasure.

But it seemed she was more upset about my disparaging Do-hyun than about me interrupting.

"You're being a bit harsh. You know how hard he tried..."

I responded to my sister's pained expression with a bitter smile.

I wiped a clean glass with a rag.

"That's true."

"But, his efforts never reached..."

"The person he liked..."

I was being meddlesome.

My overstepping words made my noona's golden eyes sparkle.

"What...?"

"What exactly is your relationship with Do-hyun?"

"Do you know where he is?"

She began searching for Do-hyun like in the lab before.

Seeing that, a part of my heart ached.

"..."

I placed the cleaned glass in front of her.

And said flatly.

"Ji-soo."

"..."

She lifted her head at my call.

Just the same.

The face she had when we set out on adventures together.

Seeing that long-missed face, my eyes trembled.

I pulled up my cheeks to hide it.

And forced a smile.

"I'll make you a cocktail."

"What...?"

I didn't respond any further.

Just filled the shaker with ice.

In the cold shaker...

1 and a half ounces of golden Galliano.

Half an ounce of refreshing orange juice.

Half an ounce of pineapple juice.

Half an ounce of ruby-red orange curaçao, then shaken.

Afterward, I topped the glass with Einspänner cream.

Finally, if you dip the rim of the glass in pineapple juice and sprinkle it with sugar...



Rating: ★☆ (Ordinary)

Effect: None.

Info: Original cocktail of Moment Bar. Only two people left can make it. A thank-you drink for the hunters who protected the city.

I placed the finished glass on the table.

However, the cocktail no longer shone.
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    I stared intently at the completed Victory Cry.

My noona had an enchanted expression due to the beautiful color of the cocktail.

However, I couldn't smile just like her.

Because my cocktail had lost its shine.

It felt like those times when I had just been possessed Si-ho.

Like when everything had been reset back to the times I remained as Do-hyun.

I looked at my palm.

Clearly, nothing about my body had changed.

Only my abilities had been taken away.

But just that was enough to erase the bartending that had been the reason for my existence.

"..."

"Um... Si-ho?"

Ji-soo looked up at me cautiously.

Her brass-colored eyes seemed to be filled with worry for me.

"Ah, yes... Here's your Victory Cry."

With trembling hands, I pushed the glass towards her.

During the process, the glass wobbled dangerously.

"The color is really pretty..."

"..."

She immediately caught on that something was wrong with me.

She carefully sipped the Victory Cry while watching my reactions.

A one and a half star rating...

How could I serve such a subpar drink to my sister whom I had just met?

She would surely be disappointed.

This was supposed to be a special drink we would share after hunting the wyvern.

And now... am I just showing her a pitiful side of myself again?

I barely managed to grab onto the shelf, staggering.

My ears, which had grown on my head, drooped heavily.

I didn't want to show her this side of me.

It was shameful to reveal how disappointed I was in myself.

But at that moment...

"Wow..."

As my head filled with black ink, my noona gasped.

That sound sparked a flash in my dull pupils.

My gaze soon focused on the beautiful brown-haired lady.

Looking into her golden eyes, my eyes also seemed to regain their vitality.

"It's so delicious...! It's better than I expected?"

She smiled brightly.

Seeing her clear smile, my body melted.

I had longed for that smile all my life.

A pain welled up inside my chest.

That pain climbed up my throat and heated my eyes.

I tried not to show it and covered my mouth with the back of my hand.

"It's as smooth as milk and as refreshing as fruit. I've never tasted anything like this..."

I clutched the dishcloth tightly.

With trembling lips, I asked her.

"Don't lie..."

"What's so tasty about such a low-grade cocktail..."

"Are you forcing a smile like that time, making me misunderstand?"

At my question, her smile quickly disappeared.

Perhaps she would show her displeasure and get angry at me.

Then once again, we would grow distant, and she would go on a journey by herself.

With someone other than Do-hyun.

I hope that would be the case.

Because I can't go on a trip with her looking like this.

"What are you talking about?"

She said to me in a serious tone.

I closed my eyes to fully enjoy her rebuke.

However.

"It's really delicious."

She pushed the empty glass towards me.

A completely emptied glass.

She had licked off even the sugar that was applied to the rim of the glass.

My sister smiled a pitiful smile like those times.

"Si-ho, you speak just like Do-hyun."

"That child was always self-critical and full of self-doubt."

"Whenever that happened, I always told him this."

My noona stood up.

And as she put down the empty glass in front of me, she smiled brightly.

"Who starts out being good at something?"

"It looks delicious enough now, but it seems there's still room for improvement."

"What could be more delightful than the possibility of further growth?"

She said as she spun the empty glass around.

"..."

I stared intently at Ji-soo.

Yes, I had definitely reached a peak before.

Every cocktail I made turned into a five-star.

And beyond that, to the point of creating artifacts.

But I was never happy about it.

Instead, I used the masterpieces to harm someone.

A bartender should create the best drink possible for the guests.

However, I used it to harm someone.

Maybe by that time, I had already lost my qualifications as a bartender.

And now.

Having lost all abilities, only a faint healing ability remained.

Like Do-hyun at that time.

Maybe this situation is...

A sign to forget that time and start over from the beginning.

The second chance given by an angel.

"Shall we make it again then?"

"Yes. The next glass will surely be tastier."

"Okay..."

I firmly closed my lips.

And once again, I prepared for bartending, turning the glass.

「---.」



Rating: ★★ (Ordinary)

Effect: None.

Information: The second attempt at Victory Cry. It's ordinary. The proportions were adjusted well, so the rating improved slightly. However, it couldn't escape being ordinary.

「...」



Rating: ★☆ (Ordinary)

Effect: None.

Information: The third attempt at Victory Cry. A bit more Galliano was added during the manufacturing process. The recipe was wrong, so the rating went down. There's no significant difference in taste.

「...」



Rating: ★

Effect: None.

Information: The fourth attempt at Victory Cry. The proportions of various ingredients were messed up. If drunk incorrectly, it might cause discomfort.

My complexion gradually darkened.

Then, my noona said with both hands clenched beside me.

"Don't give up. Think of it as doing it for someone and make it calmly."

I'm not sure how much longer this farce has to go on.

I've essentially given up, but she is still actively cheering.

Yes.

That was just like my noona.

Continuously supporting with the hope that others do well.

Wishing for a bright future for that person.

Should I try one more time?

I have to match up with my noona’s enthusiasm, after all.

I firmly closed my lips.

The ears that had sprouted on my head stood stiffly.

And I poured all my concentration into bartending.

For my noona alone.

I put ice in a well-polished glass and swirled it around.

I put Galliano and juices into the shaker and shook it cheerfully.

I poured the contents and topped it with coconut cream.

Finally, I applied pineapple juice around the rim of the glass and attached the sugar.



Rating: ★★☆

Effect: Increases stability by 5. (Exceptional)

Information: The Victory Cry that Si-ho finally perfected after more than five attempts. The recipe ratios were perfected with great care.

"I did it...!"

I exclaimed with overwhelming joy.

Then, my noona too jumped up and down with joy.

"See, I told you you could do it!"

We clasped each other's hands, not even bothering to taste the drink we had completed.

We were so excited that we jumped around here and there.

"Shall we try it now?"

I confidently handed her the cocktail.

With a rating of 2.5 stars, it's similar to the Gin Tonic I once made for Executor.

It still has potential for improvement.

Losing my abilities doesn't mean all my buffs are completely gone.

With more effort, I can develop it just like before.

My noona carefully picked up the glass I gave her.

And she took a light sip.

"---!"

However, the expression on her face after tasting it was grim.

What... Could it be that it tastes worse than I thought...?

She looked at me seriously.

Seeing my shaky eyes, she came closer to me.

And she whispered softly.

"It's. So. Delicious-!!"

She exclaimed in a cheerful voice.

So much so that my fox ears almost fell off my head.

Her lush brown hair danced.

I was thrilled by the faint banana scent coming from her hair.

I was happy.

The moment I had always dreamed of had become reality.

I want to live forever with my noona, with Anna, with Executor!

But that wish did not last long.

Before long, it was nearly 5 PM, and a customer had arrived.

"Ah... Is it not open?"

The middle-aged customer scratched his head as he looked at the scattered Victory Crys on the table.

Gaining confidence, I decided to take a customer for the first time in a while.

I waved him off and told him.

"No, please come in!"

I hurriedly cleared the table.

My noona also came behind the counter to help.

"Oh, it's okay. I'll take care of everything."

"No, after having such good drinks-."

She smiled and cleared away the glasses.

I was so captivated by her smile that I couldn't say anything for a moment.

"Sir, what kind of drink would you like?"

Ji-soo kindly asked the middle-aged man.

Her characteristic kindness made a smile appear on the man's face.

"Let's see, shall we start with a Gin Tonic?"

"Gin Tonic..."

I repeated those three words in my head.

The cocktail I first made for Executor.

I guess it was 2.5 stars at first.

If I make it like that time, I should be able to succeed this time as well.

I clenched my trembling hands.

It's okay, I made a 2.5-star Victory Cry for my sister.

I calmed myself down inside.

And I made the Gin Tonic just like I used to.

I filled the glass with clear, refreshing alcohol.

Bubbles floated around, and a lime hung on the rim of the glass.

I handed it to the man.

He seemed pleased with the visual and lifted the corners of his mouth.

And he naturally took a sip from the glass.

But...

"..."

He had only taken one sip.

He frowned.

And wondering if he had drunk it wrong, he shook his head and took another sip.

But shaking his head didn't change the taste.

He left the Gin Tonic half-finished and grabbed his coat.

"Are you leaving already?"

My sister, who was clearing the glasses, had not seen the man's expression.

When she hurriedly asked the departing man, the middle-aged man forced a smile and said.

"Ah, I got a call from the office."

He had not received any calls since he entered the shop.

But soon he quickly got up.

"..."

I stared intently at the glass I had made.



Rating: ★

Effect: None.

Information: The Gin Tonic made by Si-ho. Too little gin was added, and it was filled with tonic water. As a result, the drink turned into a sweet beverage with hardly any gin flavor.

It could be criticized for saving on alcohol.

"The ratios are wrong again..."

I muttered to myself alone.

Yes, this is reality.

Just because I made one good Victory Cry doesn't mean my abilities are restored.

I was lost in thought.

Once again, a melancholic mood enveloped my entire body.

But, suddenly my noona came up to me and massaged my shoulders.

"---!"

At that strong pressure, I tensed up.

My ears perked up, and I hissed without realizing it.

"How did you know I was feeling down?"

As I grabbed my sore shoulder and asked, my sister grinned.

She pointed at my head with her finger.

"These cute ears tell me when Si-ho is feeling down, you know?"

"Damn..."

I tried to cover up my embarrassingly perked ears.

But the resentful ears only perked up even more.

"It's okay. You haven't been practicing for long."

She picked up the Gin Tonic the man had left behind.

And she coolly downed it in one shot, adding a grunt for effect.

"Keuh-."

At her gesture, I tried to pretend to be melancholic, but a chuckle escaped my face.

"Let's take one more customer!"

"Okay..."

I nodded bitterly.

Yes.

This is just the beginning.

It's not fun if it's perfect from the start.

Even if I get scolded, I have to apologize and try!

「---.」

Just then, the bell at the entrance rang.

My noona whispered to me to cheer me up.

"Here comes another one. Fighting!"

I clenched my lips and grabbed both my hands.

And I greeted the approaching customers with a loud voice.

"Welcome to Moment..."

But soon, I stopped my lips abruptly.

The visual of the customers in front of me was extraordinary.

"Is this the place where they kill the taste of drinks?"

A man with a fierce face and an ugly axe on his back.

A giant warrior covering my entire body.

"Don't make a fuss. The lady asked to wait quietly."

The two spoke in a heavy voice.

Are they Hunter Killers, taking advantage of the unrest in the Association?

As they stood in front of us, my sister and I hiccupped involuntarily.

We clasped each other's hands, trembling.

"Hic..."

My fox ears drooped completely.

If I don't make this right, it seems it won't end with just an apology...?
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    "The bar atmosphere isn't bad."

The big man spoke first.

Wearing suspenders, he slung a huge logging axe over the table.

The weight was so heavy that I thought the table would collapse the moment it leaned on the edge.

A man with a scar on his face took out a lighter.

And as he was about to light his cigarette, he suddenly caught my eye.

Specifically, the fox ears on my head.

He stared at them intently, then his eyes flashed sharply.

"Is it..."

"Yes, yes...?"

His question made my hair stand on end.

My noona, too, was at a loss, gripping the cleaning rag tightly.

Water dripped from the soaked rag.

Surely he wasn't about to ask for protection money?

It was an excruciatingly tense moment.

"Is smoking allowed here?"

With his question, silence briefly filled the bar.

My noona, stammering in my stead, quickly replied.

"Ah, yes... should I get you an ashtray?"

"That would be nice."

She hurriedly ran and placed an ashtray for him.

Then the man tapped his cigarette into the ashtray.

The red ember crumbled.

They made no orders until the flame was completely extinguished.

Just silently sitting at the counter table.

Waiting only for their sister who would eventually enter.

Soon, a strange shadow loomed at the entrance of the store.

The door opened, and a woman with her hair in a ponytail entered.

My noona and I instantly knew she was the two men's sister.

Dressed in a sleeveless top like Anna.

With squared shoulders and robust muscles.

And scars from fighting countless monsters.

Clearly, she was a physically strong ranker.

She walked leisurely to the counter with her hands in her pockets.

The two men stood up at once upon seeing her.

"Noona-!"

Seeing her, the fierce demeanor of the two men completely flipped.

"Really, how worried were you!"

If initially it felt like a noir, now it was more like a family comedy.

They clung to her like little brothers.

"Ah, these guys..."

Thanks to them, even her dignified face became troubled.

Her face reddened, she only managed to break free after smashing their heads.

"Did I almost die or something?"

"You did almost die..."

Ah.

Now it seems I remember.

That woman.

She must have been to Moment before.

And I've seen her in the lab too!



Rank: Currently 43rd. (2nd among Spear Masters)

Occupation: Former Pedo Assemblyman’s bodyguard hunter.

Realizing who she was, my gaze suddenly shifted to her right arm.

The pile of Executor corpses had self-destructed, causing her to lose that arm...

It seems she got a new one through the lab.

"It’s been a while?"

Ha-yeon soon lifted her head, looking at me.

I was so scared of her gaze that I deliberately avoided eye contact.

Being friendly with the Executor, she wouldn't like me.

Now that she has a new arm, she could take over the shop and hold me hostage without a word.

"Ah, hello..."

"What are you so scared of?"

But surprisingly, her reaction was more nonchalant than expected.

Only then could I finally meet her eyes.

"It's... the Executor isn’t here now..."

"It’s fine. I didn’t come because of her."

She chuckled and waved her hand dismissively.

"So, what brings you..."

"I came because of the lab."

The lab.

Just hearing those three letters makes me shudder.

Was it because I was scared?

The fine hairs on my fox ears bristled.

This damn ear also came from there...

"So, did Assemblywoman Park send you to capture me?"

"Assemblywoman Park?"

She frowned at my words.

And then her gaze sharpened a bit.

"Why would I? I’d kill her before working under such a woman."

"Really...?"

"After fighting with the Executor, I suffered a severe injury to my arm."

She rotated her arm as if loosening it.

The stitch marks were clearly visible on her shoulder.

"I requested treatment and enhancement at Assemblywoman Park’s lab, and entered a test tube for stabilization."

Right.

I thought she had enhanced her body out of revenge against the Executor.

It was even written so in the glass tube instructions...

"But, it was a trap. They locked me in a coffin and conducted various human experiments."

"My goodness..."

At the mention of a coffin, Ji-soo noona, listening by the side, also looked gloomy.

She brushed back her protruding hair while focusing on Ha-yeon’s story.

"Yeah, this woman was in the coffin first. Luckily, she came out alive?"

The Spear Master pointed at noona with a pleased look.

Then Ji-soo smiled and patted my shoulder instead.

"Si-ho, you were a great help. If it weren’t for you, I might never have opened my eyes again."

"Yeah, that’s why I came here."

The 2nd ranked national Spear Master stared at me intently.

She seemed happier than when she was angry at the Executor.

"Really...? What did I do?"

Bewildered by her words, I asked again.

Then Ha-yeon sat down.

And with her hands on her knees, she bowed her head to me in gratitude.

"Thank you."

As she spoke, the two men also stood up promptly.

The two huge rankers bent over to me, an insignificant hunter.

"Thanks for saving our noona, bartender!"

Who would believe it?

That a ranker, actually three, would bow their heads to a nobody like me.

This unfamiliar scene left me restless.

Even my fox ears shook, expressing my bewilderment.

"It’s because you opened the hatch that I could live."

"Ah..."

So that was why.

"To us, she’s someone truly precious."

"Yeah, thank you so much for saving a comrade we’ve been with all our lives!"

The men’s eyes moistened.

With their throats choked with emotion, they spoke to me.

And while Ha-yeon was happy, she was also embarrassed and wiped her nose.

"Although we’re not high rankers, we’ll repay you somehow."

So the two men were rankers too.

I waved my hands hurriedly at the sudden treatment.

"Ah, no... what did I do..."

As I fumbled, Ha-yeon slammed the table forcefully.

A fist-shaped dent was left in the table as a result.

Why did she have to hit the poor table so fiercely?

"What did you do? You saved everyone from that place crawling with human trash!"

"Other rankers who you saved are looking for you too."

"Really???"

"You're their hero. I just came here today before telling them."

A hero! I hate such embarrassing talk!

I didn't rescue them with purely noble intentions.

I just opened their cells to buy time for my noona and me to escape...

I feel so guilty.

I shouldn't be receiving such honorable treatment for that reason.

"Oh, no! Please don't tell them..."

"Why? They're really curious..."

"I hate being the center of attention... And I just pressed the open button, that's all."

As I struggled to explain, the men pressed on, not understanding my discomfort.

However, soon, Ha-yeon, their sister, intervened to mediate.

"Alright. If that's what you wish, I can't help it."

"Thank you..."

"But, I guess I should at least boost the bar's sales today?"

Ha-yeon looked around the Moment bar.

The mention of drinks made the two big guys blossom into smiles.

"Bring out the full course, anything's fine. Don't worry about the price!"

"That’s our noona...!"

The man with the cigarette laughed heartily.

Every time he laughed, the smoke tickled my nose.

Maybe because my sense of smell had developed.

I ended up sneezing because of the smell.

Then, Ji-soo noona worriedly tried to wipe my nose.

As she came closer, I turned my head away with a flushed face.

"It's okay... I can do it myself."

Then Ha-yeon quickly snatched the cigarette from her brother and crushed it.

"No smoking in the bar, you."

"Alright, sister...!"

He was then caught in a headlock by a woman half his size.

I just stared blankly at the scene.

It reminded me of the past, watching Hyun-soo and Ji-soo.

Noona used to playfully mess with the bulky Hyun-soo like that.

Well, should I start bringing out the drinks? Bottles, not cocktails...

I hesitated as I looked over the displayed bottles.

Noona picked out the most extravagant drink.

Royal Salute, 21 years.

I grabbed her wrist as she was about to bring it out.

"This isn't right."

"Why not?"

"Well... it doesn't seem fitting for a reunion with old party members."

I glanced back at the three rankers, chatting happily as if they were delighted to see each other after a long time.

Have you been living well? You've gained a lot of weight, haven't you?

Hey, it's bulk-up season, sister.

You've gotten too thin while you were locked up, haven't you?

Ha-yeon’s eyes reddened as she unbelievably engaged in conversation with her party members again.

"How long has it been since we've all been together like this..."

She seemed to enjoy just talking to her brothers.

Then, an insensitive remark from one brother abruptly stopped her smile.

"That's true, if only Anton was here too..."

I almost dropped the whiskey I was holding at the mention of Anton...

Anton, after all, was the one the Executor killed and used as a puppet.

And...

"Yes. If he had been here..."

He was Ha-yeon's former lover.

Even in death, he was manipulated by the Executor to self-destruct with Ha-yeon's arm.

She looked at me blankly.

And in that moment.

I sensed a kindred spirit in Ha-yeon's gaze.

Eyes filled with melancholy and sorrow.

Such a look could only be had by someone who has lost a loved one.

Like me, who lost my colleagues, my noona.

Though my noona is back now, she has completely lost her former lover.

Watching her, my heart ached deeply.

And that ache soon turned into courage.

The courage to comfort her.

A slight apology for her deceased lover being toyed with by the Executor.

I wanted to make it happen.

"Noona, please handle this for a moment."

I unwittingly called Ji-soo "noona."

But there was something far more important to do.

Making a drink for Ha-yeon.

I confidently selected a single bottle from the display after much deliberation.

A drink for an old comrade, an old lover.

"Old Pa."

I'll make a drink with this old blended whiskey.

Even if my skills have declined now.

"Ha-yeon-ssi."

Holding the uniquely designed bottle, I faced the ranker.

At this moment, what I saw was not a successful ranker.

The person who had struggled together with her colleagues since their F-rank days.

Just as she was in those youthful days.

"I'll make you a cocktail."

I left it at that.

And for the first time in a long time, I moved my fingers sensually.

I put a sugar cube in the whiskey glass.

Then I sprinkled it three times with Angostura bitters.

I added 15 ml of plain soda water and mashed the sugar well.

After mashing, I stirred the muddler around the glass to flavor the rim.

Next, I placed a large cube of ice in the cup.

And slowly poured 1 and a half ounces (45ml) of Old Pa over the ice.

Then a light stir.

To finish... a cherry garnish.



Rating: ★★★☆ (Epic)

Effect: Increases the consumer's stamina by 30%. Increases composure by 5.

Info: A drink Siho made remembering the beautiful old days. Made considering the emotions of the drinker, thus the buff.

"I'll serve the Old Fashioned."

A subtle glow shone in the glass.

That beautiful drink was handed to the woman.

She thought being a ranker would automatically bring happiness...

But she realized the happiest times were those spent with loved ones while striving to become a ranker.

  
    Chapter 117 Old Fashioned 2

    "Old Fashioned, huh…"

Ha-yeon grasped the glass.

As she swirled it around, the ice inside clinked.

After deciding she had stirred it enough, she slowly brought the glass to her lips.

She took a sip and let it coat her tongue.

The artificial sweetness of the sugar cube blended with the deep flavor of the whiskey.

Back when Ha-yeon and Anton were rookies.

After many ups and downs, they finally caught their first monster—a giant mole—and earned their first pay, 100,000 won.

They decided to use that 100,000 won to buy a celebratory drink for their first hunt.

And their glorious first victory drink was…

A cheap 30,000 won whiskey they barely managed to buy from a convenience store.

Having never tasted alcohol before, the two grimaced the entire time they drank.

Then Anton made a suggestion to Ha-yeon.

To drop a potion sugar cube into the cheap whiskey before drinking.

It seemed like a strange combination, but it was surprisingly drinkable.

After all, what mattered wasn't the drink itself, but who they were drinking with…

And perhaps that's why, even today, despite the invention of countless refined cocktails, the Old Fashioned has survived.

Maybe it’s because of memories like these.

Before she knew it, Ha-yeon’s glass was empty.

The vacant glass filled with the tears of a woman who had lost her beloved.

"…"

She couldn’t bring herself to put the glass down.

Her clenched hand trembled violently.

"Damn it…"

She forced herself to swallow down the lump in her throat.

She struggled to put on a smile, unwilling to cry in front of her comrades.

"This is so goddamn good…!"

Ji-soo let out a sigh of relief at her words.

But I neither felt relieved nor could I smile.

No, I couldn’t smile.

Because I understood better than anyone what Ha-yeon was feeling right now.

A ranker bows her head.

Today, she regrets coming with her hair in a ponytail.

She has no strands of hair to hide her tears.

She simply buries her face into the table and sobs quietly.

"Noona…"

Even her younger comrades couldn’t bring themselves to finish their drinks.

They simply stayed by her side, keeping her company in her grief.

"You…"

Ha-yeon, having barely calmed down, raised her head.

But her eyes were still trembling.

"Yes…? Please, go ahead."

To be considerate of the ranker, I forced a bitter smile.

Ha-yeon smirked decadently and continued speaking.

"So that’s why the Executor risked her life to protect you."

"Huh…?"

"You have a knack for touching people’s sore spots."

Ah.

Did I make a mistake?

I shrank back, suddenly nervous.

"I’m sorry… That wasn’t my intention…"

"It’s a compliment, so take it in a good way."

Ha-yeon slowly shook her head.

Then, she held out her glass to me, asking for another drink.

I carefully poured from the massive whiskey bottle, struggling under its weight.

The golden liquid trickled into her glass.

The ranker clinked glasses with her two comrades.

And with that, they began drinking in earnest.

Time passed, and soon, plates and whiskey bottles littered the table.

Drunk, Ha-yeon spoke to me again.

"Do you have any wishes?"

"Wishes?"

"Yeah. You moved me, so I’ll grant you one special request."

The ranker slurred her words.

She wouldn’t even remember this tomorrow, so what kind of wish was she talking about?

I chuckled and waved my hand, brushing it off.

"Nah—no need. You’ve already spent plenty to boost my sales."

Thanks to her, I could finally make another three-star cocktail.

If anything, I should be the one thanking her.

"No, really. I’m grateful. Just ask for anything."

She straightened her slurred speech, enunciating each word.

"A wish…"

Seeing her unwavering insistence, I started to get serious too.

There was actually something that had been bothering me.

I fidgeted with my hands and looked at Ha-yeon.

Then, making up my mind, I gathered my courage.

"Then…"

As soon as I opened my mouth, everyone at the bar focused on me.

Even Ji-soo noona, who had been washing dishes, looked up.

"Could you… forgive the Executor?"

Ah.

Even after saying it, I regretted it.

No matter how much I had moved Ha-yeon, the Executor was her lifelong enemy.

It was because of her that Anton was killed and his corpse desecrated.

And yet, I still dared to ask her.

Hoping that she would forgive someone dear to me…

"The Executor…"

Ha-yeon’s laughter vanished.

The once lively bar fell into silence.

Only the sound of water running in the sink filled the void.

The oppressive stillness was terrifying, so I spoke again.

Unlike my bold request earlier, my voice barely crawled along the floor.

"I guess it’s impossible, huh…? Since she killed someone precious to you…"

I stole a glance at her expression.

The two ears on my head twitched as if sensing the ranker’s killing intent.

"Kill? The Executor, kill Anton?"

She scoffed.

Then, she downed the remaining half of her whiskey in one go.

The sound of her empty glass hitting the table echoed.

Her two younger comrades fell silent as well.

"Anton wasn’t killed by the Executor."

"Huh…?"

"The Executor was an unofficial 10th-rank back then. We never even stood a chance against her."

She stared blankly at her empty glass, lost in memory.

Then she shook her head as if it were ridiculous.

"She was unbelievably strong."

Of course, the Executor was strong…

I had always known that, but because Anna was always by my side, it never really hit me.

"She only stood guard over Anton’s lifeless body and then took it away."

At least that’s a relief…

Only then did I finally take a deep breath.

"Of course, that doesn’t mean she’s innocent. She did something horrific with Anton’s corpse."

"…"

"The Executor is a cruel witch."

Ha-yeon put down her glass and stood up.

It seemed the mention of the Executor had sobered her up.

"Be careful. No matter how close you are, if you die, you might just become part of her collection."

For a moment, I instinctively wanted to refute her.

But considering her position as a victim, I ultimately kept my mouth shut.

I felt guilty for ruining the mood of my customer’s drinking session.

"Sorry for saying something unpleasant." 

"No… I was the one who said something unnecessary…"

She murmured while fiddling with her collar.

Her voice was so soft that I almost couldn't make out what she said.

"I was just a little jealous."

"…Huh?"

"That even someone like her has a good person by her side."

At Ha-yeon’s words, I almost hiccupped.

I clasped my hands together and blankly watched her leave.

In the end, she didn’t forgive her…

Something about it felt bitter.

Well, the world of rankers is a cold one.

There’s no room for forgiveness when life and death are on the line.

I bit my lip and turned my head.

Then, I suddenly met Ji-soo noona’s gaze.

"Ah…"

"Why do you look so down?"

She smiled and playfully tugged at my ears.

The sensation made my whole body shudder, and I quickly turned my head away.

"It’s nothing… I’m just a little tired."

"Then, shall we head back?"

"Yeah…"

I untied my apron.

I was hungry… and I just wanted to rest now.

「---.」

On the way home.

Since we didn’t have a car, we strolled leisurely down the street.

It had been a while since I walked anywhere without a car.

Thanks to Anna and the Executor, I’d been traveling comfortably all this time.

But this wasn’t bad either.

It had been a long time since I walked side by side with noona.

However, that pleasant feeling didn’t last long.

My damn transformed body was the problem.

The sound of passing cars made my ears perk up.

As we walked, passersby glanced at my fox ears.

Feeling self-conscious under their stares, I pressed my ears flat against my head.

But no matter how much I tried, they popped back up like they were teasing me.

Seeing my ears twitch in reaction, noona stifled her laughter behind her hand.

"Don’t laugh…"

"But it’s too cute… You don’t have to hide them, you know."

But still.

But still, I didn’t want noona to see me like this.

I wanted to be as masculine as possible.

I wanted to show her a reliable, steady voice…

My face grew hot.

I clenched my fists and turned my head away.

"Hmm… What should I do…"

Noona walked behind me with her hands behind her back.

Then, she suddenly stopped in front of a store.

"Ah— It’s a cake shop."

Cake?

At those three syllables, my ears perked up involuntarily.

Ah!

I quickly tried to press them down, but it was too late.

Noona squinted at me mischievously, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively.

"You want some, don’t you~?"

"N-No! I’m not a kid, who would—!"

But the closer we got to the shop, the more my nose twitched.

Damn fox instincts…

Noticing this, noona subtly linked her arm with mine.

She was always so bold and carefree.

That was another one of her big traits.

In the end, I got dragged into the cake shop.

Before I knew it, my hands were full of cake boxes.

I had planned to get just one, but…

Lately, I’d been craving sweets too much to resist.

How could I possibly say no to matcha flavor?

"Haah…"

Noona followed behind me with a big grin.

Feeling resentful, I ignored her and quickened my pace.

"Wait for me, Si-ho~."

She chased after me with playful footsteps.

I walked straight ahead without looking back, and before I knew it, we had arrived home.

A faint mix of soap and perfume lingered in the air inside.

Had Anna and the Executor come looking for me?

I could picture their worried expressions as they searched.

I took off my shoes and stepped inside.

Then, suddenly, a chill ran down my spine, making me freeze.

Wait a minute.

I never gave them my door lock code…

"Wow, is this Si-ho’s house?"

"…"

Feigning composure, I didn’t say anything.

I simply nodded.

Noona looked around curiously.

"Your place is surprisingly normal."

"What, did you expect a mansion or something?"

"No— I just like how cozy it feels."

She smiled brightly as she looked down at me.

Was this how Anna and the Executor saw me?

Someone who didn’t know a thing about the world, just standing there smiling?

It felt a little silly.

And a little cute.

"The shower is right next to the door. Most of my clothes are big, so pick whatever fits."

"Thanks~."

Ji-soo carefully opened the closet.

She pulled out a worn-out sweatshirt and a pair of short shorts.

"Then, excuse me~."

Noona headed into the shower.

Soon, the sound of running water echoed through the apartment.

This was a first.

Noona had never been to my place before.

My heart pounded.

It pounded so hard it felt like it would leap out and sprint away.

I pressed my hand against my chest, trying to calm myself.

Damn fox ears—why did they make my heartbeat sound so loud?

Stay calm.

I’m not the old Do-hyun anymore.

I’m just an ordinary bartender now.

I had to focus on something else.

I needed to take my mind off the sound of the shower.

My restless eyes darted around the room.

Then, they landed on the cake sitting on the table.

Saliva dripped from my elongated fangs.

Si-ho, pull yourself together.

You already embarrassed yourself enough over cake earlier.

I took a deep breath and steeled myself.

I’d wait and eat it together with noona later.

I held my breath, staring intently at the cake box.

Until the sound of the shower stopped.

"Si-ho, I’m done~."

The water shut off.

A moment later, the bathroom door opened, releasing a wave of warm steam.

That steam carried a sweet banana scent.

Ji-soo stepped out, now dressed in the worn-out sweatshirt.

When I wore it, it was baggy.

But on her, it fit snugly.

Enough to emphasize her figure.

She rubbed a towel over her damp hair.

Then, noticing my silence, she stepped into the living room.

"Si-ho…?"

She suddenly stopped in her tracks.

And at the bizarre sight in front of her—

Her expression stiffened completely. 
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    Ji-soo stared blankly at the scene before her.  

The cake we had planned to eat together was sprawled out on the folding table.  

And the culprit behind this mess was…  

“T-That’s…”  

I looked at noona with a flustered expression, my cheeks stuffed full.  

Both hands overflowing with cake pieces.  

Cream smeared all over my lips.  

Anyone could see I was caught red-handed.  

“I just wanted a taste, but then…”  

The sweet scent rising from the bread was too much to resist.  

Resigned, I licked the cream off the back of my hand.  

Then, noona cautiously approached me.  

And without a word, she simply wrapped me in a warm embrace.  

A fragrant fruity scent drifted from her.  

Afraid the cream on my hands might get on her, I just stayed still in her arms.  

“I’m sorry… I guess the medicine hasn’t fully taken effect yet.”  

“It’s okay. It’s just a cake…”  

Noona looked down at me warmly.  

Seeing her golden-bronze eyes up close made me feel strange.  

“You’re like a little sister. So cute.”  

That strange feeling disappeared in an instant at noona’s words.  

A little sister…?  

I had wanted to show her my dependable, manly side as Do-hyun…  

And yet, being treated like some kind of pet felt awful.  

Not realizing my frustration, noona reached out to wipe the cream from my cheek.  

I refused to let her do that, so I quickly turned my head away.  

“I’ll wipe it myself…”  

This won’t do.  

I can’t let noona see me as just some delicate little girl.  

I suddenly stood up.  

Then, I strolled over to the balcony.  

“Where are you going?”  

“The cake made my mouth dry.”  

I kept my voice low and composed.  

From now on, I will only show my mature side.  

After all, this body was still technically an adult.  

I opened the box tucked away in the corner of the balcony.  

Inside were…  

The emergency potions I had made before storming the lab.  

Among them, were the ones that had no lethal effects or debuffs, which I hadn’t been able to use.  

I grabbed one and walked back into the living room.  

“Let’s have a drink.”  

“Uh… I don’t mind, but Si-ho, are you sure you’re okay in your current state?”  

“What about my state?”  

I sniffled as I asked.  

Noona glanced at my fox ears.  

“You’re a fox.”  

“No…!”  

Her firm statement made my face burn.  

I confidently popped open the potion.  

“These are just ears. My body is still a perfectly fine adult, okay?”  

My fox ears twitched on either side.  

Ji-soo narrowed her eyes as if she didn’t believe me at all.  

“Alright then.”  

“Seriously…”  

I elegantly poured the potion into a glass.  

The golden liquid shimmered inside the transparent glass.  

A sweet almond scent filled the entire house.  

  

Grade: ★★★★★  

Effect: Instantly restores 50% stamina. Permanently increases willpower by 5.  

Info: A supreme Old Fashioned created by Si-ho at the peak of her prime. Uses 'Johnny Walker King George' whiskey, making it extremely expensive.  

“Wow… What is this scent? It smells amazing…”  

“One of my masterpieces.”  

I confidently handed her the glass.  

“Here, swirl it like this before you drink.”  

I elegantly swirled the golden liquor with my hand.  

Noona clumsily followed my movement.  

“See? The aroma gets stronger, right? This is called swirling.”  

“Ah…”  

“It mixes oxygen with the alcohol, intensifying the fragrance and enhancing the taste… making it richer…”  

Noona chuckled at my rambling.  

As if she were watching a pompous little fox pretending to be sophisticated.  

Annoyed by her amusement, I downed my drink in one go.  

Since it was made as a potion, the alcohol content had dropped to about 20%, making it smooth to drink.  

“Khh—”  

I frowned like an old man.  

This should make me look more masculine, right?  

“Well? See? I’m perfectly fine.”  

“Hm—”  

Noona took a small sip, watching me with mild suspicion.  

I guess I couldn’t blame her.  

Until now, all she had ever drunk were weak, low-tier victory cries.  

But this Old Fashioned…  

This was made with the same skill that had earned me high praise back at the academy.  

“…”  

Noona pursed her smooth lips.  

Then, her expression softened completely, erasing any doubt.  

“Wow… This is really good.”  

“This is the best drink I’ve ever had.”  

I closed my eyes and basked in her praise.  

Yeah, there was a time when I was the best bartender around—  

“The sweet almond aroma and the subtle fruity flavor blend together perfectly.”  

Her golden eyes sparkled.  

As expected, she was a true alcohol enthusiast, with a refined palate.  

“I made this before I lost my powers.”  

“Your powers…?”  

“To be precise, before I was captured by Assemblywoman Park and ended up like this.”  

“Ah…”  

Noona’s face clouded over.  

She slowly set down her Old Fashioned and placed her hands on her lap.  

“I’m sorry. You got hurt trying to save me…”  

“It’s fine. I had already lost my right to be a bartender when I first poisoned a drink.”  

I took another sip of my potion and tried to comfort her.  

It had been my own decision.  

I had made peace with it, hoping to live happily with Anna and Executor.  

But the moment I saw noona trapped in that glass chamber…  

I couldn’t turn away.  

“Now, I’m just happy that I have the chance to bartend again, even after losing everything.”  

Despite my words, noona still looked full of guilt.  

Her gaze trembled.  

She was looking at me the way she used to when we were in the same party.  

Then, in a voice filled with longing, she asked,  

“…Why did you go so far to save me?”  

“…Huh?”  

The buzz from the alcohol vanished instantly.  

I could only stare at her blankly.  

When I didn’t answer, she leaned in closer.  

With an even more sorrowful expression, she pressed on.  

“Is it because of Do-hyun?”  

“…”  

“Si-ho, you said you’d tell me everything once we escaped.”  

“…”  

“Please… Tell me now…”  

Her breath was so close.  

Soft skin and chestnut-brown hair.  

I turned my head away and pressed my lips shut.  

I didn’t know.  

I had only thought about saving her.  

I hadn’t considered whether I should tell her that I was Do-hyun.  

What the hell was I supposed to do now…?  

「---.」  

The moment I finally opened my mouth to speak.  

The sound of the front door opening echoed from the hallway.  

“W-Wait a second…”  

Thanks to that, I was able to delay my answer for a moment.  

Who could it be…?  

Only the landlady and I knew the passcode to my door…  

As I hesitated briefly.  

The sound of heels clicking echoed as someone leisurely took off their shoes and walked into the living room.  

Shining black hair.  

A mature perfume scent.  

A tall, slender figure, completely opposite of mine.  

Executor glanced at me as she casually draped her suit jacket over her shoulder.  

Feeling pierced by her gaze, I immediately stood up.  

I quickly walked over and took her jacket from her.  

“How do you even know my house number?”  

“It just happened.”  

Her red eyes stared down at me.  

Then, she playfully ruffled my head.  

My fox ears flopped back and forth.  

The dizziness that followed made me feel lightheaded.  

“Cute.”  

Her face was a bit redder than usual.  

Had she been drinking?  

This was bad.  

A drunk Executor was truly terrifying…!  

“What, did you throw a cake party to celebrate your escape?”  

With her half-lidded eyes, she glanced at the folding table.  

Feeling her gaze, I muttered softly.  

“Uh… Yeah…”  

Her long fingers brushed against my round cheek.  

Then, she nonchalantly wiped the cream off my face.  

She tasted the cream on her finger.  

Seemingly pleased with the taste, Executor half-closed her eyes.  

“What were you two talking about?”  

“Just… old memories.”  

At that, Executor glanced at noona.  

Even though they had worked together on the rescue mission, noona still seemed uncomfortable around Executor.  

She clasped her hands together and cautiously observed the ranker.  

Well… Rankers weren’t exactly easy people to approach.  

Executor, acting as if this were her own home, sat comfortably on the floor of the living room.  

Then, crossing her arms, she asked me.  

“Old memories, huh… So that means you knew her from before?”  

Her persistent questioning sent chills down my spine.  

What should I do…?  

Explaining this would be way too complicated.  

Ji-soo noona looked at me desperately as if waiting for an answer.  

Executor, her red eyes indifferent, looked down at Ji-soo.  

Feeling the weight of her gaze, noona swallowed nervously.  

“To be honest, I…”  

Two options spun wildly in my head.  

I had to choose one.  

One was to tell the whole truth and accept their reactions.  

The other was to hide everything and carry this burden alone forever.  

Silence filled the living room.  

After much deliberation, I finally opened my mouth.  

“I’m Do-hyun oppa’s younger sister.”  

“…”  

In the end, I lied again.  

I hated myself for blurting out yet another lie.  

“I see…”  

Noona smiled bitterly, as if all the pieces had finally fallen into place.  

But compared to her, Executor’s expression was unreadable.  

“Who’s Do-hyun?”  

Her red eyes bore into me.  

I lowered my head to escape her intense gaze and mumbled.  

“He’s my biological older brother…”  

“I remember hearing Do-hyun had a younger sister before. So that was you.”  

Noona, her hands trembling, reached out to me.  

Her soft touch gently stroked my cheek.  

But Executor continued watching with an enigmatic expression.  

As if she knew something.  

“…”  

Why… Why was she looking at me like that…?  

I had never told Executor about my family before, so there was no way she knew.  

“…”  

Executor suddenly stood up.  

“I’m going out for a smoke.”  

She leisurely walked toward the balcony.  

I anxiously watched her retreating figure.  

After spending so much time with her, I noticed something—whenever something complicated was on her mind, she always smoked.  

Could my answer have made things ‘complicated’ for her…?  

Hurriedly, I got up from the floor.  

Then, with anxious steps, I followed her.  

“Executor…”  

She leaned casually against the railing, wearing only a dress shirt.  

Her pale skin and decadent eyes were breathtaking.  

I found myself staring at her.  

“It’s cold. Why’d you come out? I’ll be back inside soon.”  

She flicked the cigarette ash away.  

Then, as if being considerate, she stubbed out the cigarette, even though she had barely smoked half of it.  

“No, I just…”  

“Was there something in our conversation that’s bothering you?”  

She hit the nail on the head.  

I pressed my lips together and ran my tongue over my sharp canine tooth.  

“You only had an older sister in your real family.”  

“…You knew?”  

“If you’re lying like this to hide something, that means you must have a complicated past with that Ji-soo girl.”  

My heart pounded.  

Maybe Executor already knew everything—except for my final secret, that I was Do-hyun.  

If she found out I used to be a man…  

Would she still look at me the same way?  

Or would she be disgusted, like 09 was?  

I looked up at her with a gloomy expression.  

I was sure she’d start interrogating me about my dark past.  

But.  

Executor’s red eyes, meeting mine, neither forced the truth from me nor accused me of lying.  

She simply gazed at me with a wistful look, filled with concern.  

“It’s okay. Tell me when you’re ready, whenever you feel comfortable.”  

“No matter what you were, right now, you’re just a small and cute bartender.”  

Executor gently touched the tip of my nose with her finger.  

The lingering smell of smoke nearly made me sneeze.  

“…”  

“What, are you getting emotional already?”  

The high-ranking officer of Ilshim chuckled and playfully tickled my chin.  

Annoyed at being treated like a pet, I turned my head sharply.  

“No, it’s just… the cigarette smell stung my eyes.”  

“Look at you, acting all tough.”  

Executor kicked off her slippers.  

Then, as she opened the balcony door, she said.  

“Come on, Si-ho.”  

“…Yeah.”  

I followed her with lighter steps.  

Si-ho.  

Yeah. Right now, I’m not Do-hyun.  

I’m just Si-ho, an ordinary bartender.  
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    I returned to the living room and immediately prepared for bed.  

There was only one bed in my room...  

I glanced at Ji-soo and Executor alternately.  

What should I do...  

Seeing my troubled expression, noona stepped forward first.  

She forced a smile and tapped the floor.  

"Si-ho, I'll just sleep here on the floor."  

"Are you sure that'll be okay?"  

"Yeah... I can sleep anywhere!"  

That was true.  

On nights when noona and I stayed up late raiding, we often camped out together.  

With one person settled, I cautiously turned to the other.  

Executor was already lounging on my bed as if it were her own.  

She even started unbuttoning her dress shirt.  

As her smooth skin was revealed, I hurriedly turned my head away.  

Even if we're both women, how can she be so natural about this...!  

"Th-then, I'll leave it to you..."  

I took out an extra blanket from the closet for noona.  

Just in case, I sniffed at it lightly to check for any musty smell.  

Thankfully, it was clean.  

Good thing I washed it in advance.  

「---.」  

Before long, the house lights went out.  

Executor had already claimed one side of the bed, glancing up at me.  

She had discarded her dress shirt completely.  

The sight of her silk bra and the red snake tattoo along her side caught my eye.  

I swallowed hard.  

As if submitting to her gaze, I climbed onto the bed.  

And quietly pulled the same blanket over us.  

Surely, she wouldn’t try anything weird with noona here, right?  

My heart pounded wildly.  

I clutched my chest, trying to muffle the sound.  

Then, I peeked over the edge of the bed at noona, who was lying below.  

Her loose brown hair spilled around her.  

Her serene face looked just as beautiful even without makeup.  

"Ji-soo no... unni."  

I mouthed her name in a whisper.  

Her closed golden eyes slowly fluttered open.  

"Is the floor okay?"  

"Yeah, it's warm thanks to you."  

"I turned up the boiler. Sleep well..."  

My fox ears twitched.  

Watching me whispering so close to the bed, noona responded with a gentle smile.  

"Thanks."  

"If it gets too hot or uncomfortable, wake me up anytime. Really, I don't min—mmph!"  

I was whispering softly when it happened.  

Executor’s arm, as fluid as a snake, suddenly coiled around my neck.  

She pulled me in, burying my face against her chest.  

"What are you whispering about without me..."  

Muttering in her sleep, Executor’s nose flushed red.  

She draped her thigh over my hip possessively.  

Trapped in her embrace, I barely managed to breathe.  

The scent of a mature woman teased my overly sensitive nose.  

"..."  

I wanted to escape.  

But then, she gazed down at me with a sultry expression and whispered.  

"Consider yourself lucky today."  

Her words sent a shiver through my body.  

Even my lower abdomen tingled.  

She was just as strong and capable as Anna.  

My damn animal instincts always acted up around people like that.  

At least this was better.  

At least she wasn't doing anything overt in front of noona.  

Maybe this was Executor’s last act of consideration.  

I slowly rested my cheek against her chest.  

My twitching fox ears brushed against her lips.  

Executor inhaled deeply, her nose buried against my ear.  

Her warm breath sent my thoughts spiraling.  

My entire body trembled.  

To hide my reaction, I clutched the blanket tightly.  

And bit down hard on the corner of it.  

Thankfully, Executor stopped teasing me after that and gradually drifted off.  

Her quiet breathing filled the space.  

Because of that, I too was able to relax in her arms.  

I had missed this.  

During all that time spent drugged and disoriented, I had missed the warmth of Executor’s embrace.  

Even though my body was in ruins, I had finally gotten noona back.  

Now, I could be happy in the arms of people who loved me.  

Those days of loneliness and helplessness were finally over.  

Our breaths synchronized.  

Our soft skin pressed together as we drifted into a peaceful sleep.  

「---.」  

I didn't know how much time had passed.  

A cool night breeze carried the scent of the crisp air.  

My sharpened senses reacted immediately.  

My eyelids fluttered open.  

I turned toward the source of the breeze—the balcony.  

The curtains swayed gently.  

I was sure I had closed the balcony door...  

I hesitated, not wanting to wake Executor.  

Then, in the dim moonlight, I saw a familiar silhouette.  

Long, flowing hair.  

A poised, graceful figure.  

Between the shifting curtains, a mysterious silver-haired woman appeared.  

"Anna..."  

I mouthed her name.  

She landed softly on my bed.  

Given her solid build, the mattress should have sagged under her weight.  

But she stepped onto it as lightly as an angel.  

She lay down on the opposite side of Executor.  

Now, my other side was taken as well.  

"You’re here...?"  

I turned my head toward her.  

Anna smiled faintly and whispered.  

"Yeah."  

My small, old bed now held two rankers.  

And in between them was me.  

Both of them gazed at me as they drifted into sleep.  

The angelic Anna.  

The devilishly alluring Executor.  

And below, my first love, Ji-soo noona, sleeping peacefully.  

Did I really belong here, among such beautiful people?  

I was afraid.  

Afraid that this was all just a dream.  

I didn't want to close my eyes again.  

I wished that, when I woke up, they would all still be here beside me.  

「---.」  

Birds chirped.  

Neighbors bustled off to work.  

My body felt refreshed, as if I had dreamt something sweet.  

I stretched, loosening my stiff back.  

I looked down at the sleeping rankers, who breathed softly like children.  

Thankfully, last night wasn’t a dream.  

After watching them for a while, I carefully tried to slip out of bed.  

But...  

At the same time, both rankers grabbed my wrists.  

I was yanked back into their embrace.  

"Where do you think you're going?"  

They spoke in unison.  

I stammered, flustered.  

"I was just... going to make breakfast..."  

"Don’t even think about going anywhere alone."  

Executor murmured in a low, sultry voice, still half-asleep.  

"A-alright..."  

Surely, they wouldn't stick to me all day, right?  

I laughed awkwardly at their obsession.  

But that was a mistake.  

Even when I changed clothes.  

Even when I went to pick up my medication.  

The two rankers followed behind me, their expressions unreadable.  

"Come on, guys... I’m just getting my meds."  

"What if Assemblywoman Park shows up in the meantime?"  

"Yeah, you'd just get kidnapped again."  

Anna and Executor spoke one after another.  

Anna, I could understand.  

But even Executor acting like a clingy child was unsettling.  

"Executor, don’t you have work? Anna, shouldn’t you be out hunting people down?"  

Was that last part phrased weirdly?  

Before I could take it back, they both answered at the same time.  

"It’s fine. They let me off to take care of you."  

"I have enough money now."  

They stepped forward, each looping an arm around mine.  

With both of them being tall, I ended up dangling slightly off the ground.  

Floating feet in the Air  

I flailed my feet helplessly in the air.  

At the ridiculous sight, everyone in the hospital turned to stare at me.  

Feeling embarrassed by their gazes, I let out a deep sigh.  

This looked just like I was being dragged away!  

After an embarrassing procession, I finally arrived at the doctor's office.  

“You’re here?”  

The hospital director, Baeksa, was waiting.  

On either side of him, his assistant doctors stood politely.  

“Yes, I came to get my medicine.”  

“Ah, the medicine... But what should we do? The foxification treatment medication didn’t arrive today...”  

“What?!”  

At his casual tone, my eyebrows shot up.  

What was he talking about? I had to take it once a week to prevent the foxification from progressing!  

“Recently, a pharmaceutical supply truck was raided by unknown assailants...”  

Unknown assailants?  

And it just happened to be the truck carrying my medicine?  

I glanced at the two rankers.  

The women immediately avoided my gaze.  

“I have nothing more to say. But the medicine will definitely arrive next week.”  

“Um... I’ll be okay, right?”  

“From the looks of it, you seem fine for now. Have you experienced any unusual symptoms?”  

“Not really... Oh!”  

There was one.  

Cake.  

“Whenever I see food, I can’t help but eat it uncontrollably.”  

“That’s probably your animal instincts awakening.”  

“Animal instincts...”  

“Yes, a female ready to bear young tends to accumulate extra fat. Your body is glowing with health, and you’re at peak physical—”  

“Okay! I get it! Stop talking...”  

Damn breeding instincts!  

Saying things like that in front of everyone was humiliating.  

“This can be treated, but in the meantime, it’s best to suppress your appetite for self-control.”  

Suppress...  

As I left the doctor’s office, I kept repeating that word in my head.  

Right.  

Noona was here with me now.  

I couldn’t keep acting like a child forever.  

If I wanted to reveal that I was Do-hyun someday, I had to build up my image now.  

I needed to be mature, reliable, and composed.  

Even if my body had changed, I would prove that I was still the same inside.  

“Hmm, ah.”  

I lowered my voice.  

Then, looking up at the three women, I spoke confidently.  

“Let’s go. There’s no medicine today.”  

“Oh?”  

Hearing that, Executor looked down at me with her crimson eyes.  

Anna did the same.  

Her murky gaze locked onto me.  

What the hell... Why were they looking at me like that?  

I cleared my throat and quickly walked ahead to avoid their stares.  

“Where are we going?”  

Executor followed leisurely and asked.  

“Not sure... Shouldn’t we go home?”  

“Since we’re already out, how about eating out?”  

“Eating out...?”  

But Dr. Baeksa just told me to be careful with food.  

This was a bad idea...  

“I don’t know... I’m not really hungry right now...”  

From now on, I plan to eat in moderation and stick to a human diet.  

I should focus on eating more vegetables...  

“How about meat?”  

“M-meat...?”  

The bland vegetables in my mind instantly vanished.  

Instead, I pictured juicy, sizzling meat cooking on a grill.  

I could almost smell it.  

My fangs ached as if they wanted to bite into something.  

“Yeah. I know a great place.”  

Executor casually waved her phone.  

My head followed the moving screen like a cat tracking prey.  

“Well... I guess a little wouldn’t hurt.”  

I glanced at Noona and Anna.  

Both nodded in approval.  

The restaurant was quite far from the hospital.  

It was a busy place, filled not only with hunters but also ordinary civilians.  

Because of that, I was sandwiched between the two rankers the entire way.  

Guys... what about Noona...?  

Thankfully, Ji-soo Noona walked calmly behind us with her hands clasped behind her back.  

Still, I would’ve liked to walk side by side with her.  

But the two rankers didn’t leave me even an inch of space.  

“We’re here.”  

A cozy restaurant with a smiling cow mascot giving a thumbs-up.  

We stepped inside.  

“It’s packed even on weekdays...”  

Luckily, there was a good spot by the window.  

We followed Executor’s lead since she was a regular.  

“Si-ho, what do you want to eat?”  

She asked in a sweet voice.  

I followed the menu with my eyes, admiring the beautiful marbling of the raw meat.  

“Meat is meat, right? Just order the best one...”  

My slit-like pupils gleamed.  

My ears twitched eagerly.  

Executor smirked and pointed to the ribeye steak.  

“The ribeye here is really good.”  

But before she could finish, Anna smacked her hand away.  

The silver-haired ranker pointed to the most expensive tenderloin on the menu.  

“We should get the priciest one. What’s this about ribeye?”  

“This place specializes in ribeye, that’s why I recommended it. If you don’t know, stay quiet.”  

The two rankers glared at each other.  

Seriously? Were they really about to fight over this?  

One was an unranked but catastrophic-level wanted criminal.  

The other was the unofficial 10th ranker.  

If they started fighting here, everyone would die!  

I anxiously looked between them.  

“How about the family set that includes both options?”  

The tension snapped.  

A savior had arrived.  

Ji-soo Noona casually suggested a compromise in her usual relaxed tone.  

The two rankers simultaneously looked at the family set.  

Noona, you’re a genius!  

“Sounds good. Si-ho, what do you think?”  

Executor asked, intrigued.  

Anna flicked her bangs aside and nodded approvingly.  

“Yeah, sounds great. The family set! It’s perfect for us.”  

Family.  

Ji-soo Noona had gently bridged the gap between Anna and Executor, like a warmhearted eldest sister.
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    A piece of red beef was placed on the clean grill.  

The sizzling sound was almost artistic, thanks to the amount of fat.  

“---.”  

The sound made my fox ears flutter as if they would fly away.  

I couldn't even think of hiding such an unsightly sight.  

I simply stared intently at the meat as it cooked.  

Drool dripped down.  

As if hypnotized, my hand unconsciously reached for the grill.  

The moment my bare hand touched it, the searing heat traveled up my fingers.  

“Ah, hot...”  

The pain made my hair stand on end.  

Seeing me like this, Executor pointed at the chopsticks in disbelief.  

“You’re supposed to use chopsticks, and besides, it’s not even cooked yet.”  

“But... wouldn't it taste better if the blood was still dripping?”  

I mumbled absentmindedly.  

Yeah, raw meat, dripping with juice, tasted better than cooked meat.  

She smirked.  

Then, using her chopsticks, she picked up a piece of properly cooked meat.  

In front of everyone, she held it up to my mouth.  

Her eyes were half-lidded in a suggestive way.  

“Here, say ah—.”  

If it were just the two of us, I would have obediently taken it.  

But...  

There was Ji-soo noona sitting beside me, staring at me intensely.  

And Anna, who was also watching me like a hawk.  

Their gazes were too burdensome, so I couldn't bring myself to eat it.  

“Ah. My. Hand. Hurts.”  

Executor spoke in an oddly stiff voice.  

I knew exactly what those four words meant.  

You're not eating?  

How dare you?  

More terrifying than their gazes was the punishment Executor would give me later tonight.  

In the end, I took the piece of meat she offered straight into my mouth.  

And then.  

The moment I tasted it, I forgot all about their stares.  

The flavor of the meat was pure bliss.  

Was beef always this delicious?  

No, I knew it was good, but this was on a whole different level.  

After that first bite, my next memory was gone.  

According to noona, once I tasted the meat, I inhaled every piece before it could even fully cook.  

We had ordered a family set meant for four people.  

Yet, somehow, Executor had refilled the set twice.  

Because of that, dinner lasted longer than expected, and the restaurant gradually filled with other customers.  

I didn’t mind the crowd.  

More customers meant the place was famous for its food.  

But...  

Their stares.  

Anna’s striking silver hair and Executor’s crimson eyes drew attention.  

“Look over there—. Isn’t that Anna?”  

“The wanted S-rank killer?”  

“Yeah... Can she really walk around so openly like that?”  

“She’s with Executor. A high-ranking officer of the Black Organization.”  

Having heightened hearing wasn’t always a blessing.  

Their murmurs tickled my fox ears.  

“Monsters like them... roaming freely in broad daylight?”  

“What the hell is the Association even doing?”  

“Let’s just leave... We might get into trouble...”  

There was no way two high-ranked rankers hadn’t heard this.  

They might stand up and slaughter everyone any moment now.  

I glanced up and checked their expressions.  

But they remained completely indifferent.  

They only picked at their food while looking at me.  

It was probably because of me.  

Since it was a rare meal together, they were holding back their discomfort for my sake.  

I swallowed my food.  

Then, I forced my voice to steady.  

Everything suddenly became clear.  

I could finally see my surroundings like a rational human being.  

The two of them quietly placed more meat on my plate.  

A growing pile of meat.  

At some point, I began to wonder.  

Were they giving me all the meat because they cared for me?  

Or had they lost their appetite because of all the stares?  

“...”  

I sniffled.  

Then, I paused my chopsticks and stared at the glowing embers in the grill.  

“Why? Are you full already?”  

Executor tilted her head and asked.  

Her long black hair spilled over her shoulders.  

“Should we get it packed up?”  

Anna suggested with her hazy eyes.  

But I didn't answer either of them.  

The meat juice soaked my tongue.  

I swallowed it forcefully and lifted my head.  

Then, I picked up a piece of meat from my overflowing plate with my chopsticks.  

“Guys.”  

I smiled.  

Then, I placed a piece of meat onto each of their plates.  

“Isn’t it unfair if I’m the only one eating? You should eat too.”  

“Now, of all times..?”  

Executor let out a short laugh and shook her head.  

Anna did the same.  

“My stomach feels off today. You’re the one who’s sick, so eat more.”  

Neither of them showed any signs of weakness.  

That disappointed me, and I pursed my lips.  

Fine, if that’s how you want to play it...  

Just like when I made the Old Fashioned.  

With a heart that cared for others.  

I wished they’d be a little more honest with me.  

Holding onto that thought, I set down my chopsticks.  

Then, I picked up a piece of lettuce with my small hands.  

I placed a perilla leaf on top.  

Dipped a slice of garlic in ssamjang and added it.  

Then, I placed a piece of well-cooked beef on top.  

Carefully, I wrapped it up tightly.  

  

Grade: ★★★(Ordinary)  

Effect: Increases composure by 5.  

Info: A meat wrap Si-ho made while thinking of the two. Made with tiny, meticulous hands. Thanks to the high-quality beef, it easily achieved a three-star rating.  

“Here.”  

I held up the precious wrap to Executor first.  

She deliberately turned her head away.  

“I said I’m fine.”  

“But you have to eat this.”  

It felt like packing kimbap for a daughter who was late for school.  

I grinned and said,  

“I know. You both feel uncomfortable here.”  

But I didn’t let the atmosphere get to me.  

I waved the wraps in front of them.  

“Still, I want you to know this.”  

“No matter what anyone says, I’m on your side.”  

I said nothing more.  

A deep dimple appeared as I pressed my lips together.  

The two rankers stared at my sunken cheeks.  

At last, their tense expressions eased.  

“...”  

Executor finally turned back to me.  

She gazed blankly at the wrap I made.  

Anna, too.  

While Executor hesitated, Anna smirked and leaned in first.  

She took the wrap deep into her lips, nearly touching my fingers.  

Her wet saliva brushed against my skin.  

After swallowing, she glanced at Executor.  

Then, she smirked victoriously.  

Executor’s eye twitched.  

And finally, she snatched up her own wrap and bit into it.  

I watched them chew, satisfied.  

It felt like we had gone back to the days when the four of us partied together.  

It wasn’t the same as being with Hyun-soo, Gyu-seon, and Ji-soo noona.  

But Anna and Executor felt just as much like family.  

They filled the empty hole in my heart.  

Even if I was still as weak as before...  

“How is it? Tastes good, right?”  

Hiding my bitterness, I asked them.  

Executor swallowed first and elegantly took a sip of water.  

“Who do you think picked this place? Of course, it’s good.”  

“It’s not bad.”  

The two of them made an effort not to show their enjoyment.  

But judging by how they started picking at their food, it seemed their appetites had returned.  

I rested my chin on my hand and watched them with satisfaction.  

Thanks to that, my own hunger subsided a little.  

“I knew it… this won’t do.”  

Executor muttered while looking at me.  

I perked up my ears to hear her better.  

And at that moment, I regretted it.  

Because what I heard was absolutely terrifying.  

“Tonight, we need to send Ji-soo somewhere else…”  

“Huh…?”  

Did I hear that wrong?  

A chill ran down my spine.  

“Uh, Executor… What did you just say?”  

“Nothing.”  

“What do you mean nothing? You definitely said something!”  

“You don’t need to know.”  

Executor’s red eyes gazed at me strangely.  

Anna also smirked knowingly, as if she understood what Executor meant.  

I… I woke up the monsters…  

My lower eyelid twitched.  

「---.」  

“Your total is 480,000 won.”  

That’s what I heard when we went to pay after finishing our meal.  

Did I mishear?  

How could the price of meat be 480,000 won…?!  

But Executor casually pulled out her card.  

And swiped it without hesitation.  

“That’s not too bad.”  

“How is that ‘not too bad’…?”  

“We need to spend at least this much to replenish our stamina.”  

“???”  

Replenish stamina?  

As I tilted my head, trying to make sense of her words, Executor spoke again.  

“So, what now? Should we head to Moment?”  

“For now, yeah. We need to prepare for the evening shift…”  

I glanced at Noona and Anna.  

Ji-soo Noona smiled brightly and stood next to Anna.  

“We have somewhere else to go!”  

“Huh? Where are you two going?”  

When did they get so close?  

I couldn’t picture this combination at all…  

The epitome of coldness and the embodiment of energy teaming up?  

“Anna said she’d train me.”  

“If you want to protect Si-ho, you at least need to reach S-rank.”  

Anna stared at Noona with her cloudy eyes.  

Ji-soo Noona swallowed hard under that gaze.  

“Brace yourself. If you want to protect Si-ho, you’ll have to give it your all.”  

Guys…  

Why does Noona need to protect me in the first place?!  

I fidgeted anxiously, worried Anna might beat Noona to death.  

But then—  

I saw Noona’s bright smile, happy just to be training under a ranker.  

The desire to learn and grow.  

Just like in the past, when we used to train together, she still held onto that feeling.  

Alright, I can’t fall behind either.  

I’ll work hard again—until I can create an artifact-grade cocktail.  

“Then, shall we get going too?”  

As I made my grand resolution, Executor’s hand landed on my shoulder.  

I nearly hiccupped in surprise.  

“W-We’re going to Moment, right?”  

“For now.”  

She pulled me along with her snake-like arms and ushered me into the Genesis.  

We smoothly headed toward the bar, Moment.  

The moment we arrived, I felt at ease.  

Yes, bartending was my calling.  

I took a deep breath, savoring the scent of alcohol.  

Watching me, Executor leisurely sat at the counter.  

At the exact seat where we first met.  

“That’s funny.”  

“What is?”  

“That’s the seat you sat in when we first met.”  

“Really…?”  

She probably didn’t remember.  

Because back then, it was only her dummy that came, not her real body.  

Now that I thought about it, ever since we got close, she had only come in person.  

Before, she said there were too many enemies around, so she used a dummy when going out.  

“Since you’re here, should I make you a Gin Tonic like back then?”  

“Sure. I’ll take a call while you mix it.”  

“Got it—.”  

She left her suit jacket on the chair and stood up.  

Then, she casually stepped outside to take a call from the Vice Chairman.  

I could already hear the Vice Chairman’s lively dialect from a distance.  

Hearing that, I chuckled and walked into the staff room.  

Hopefully, she wouldn’t break another glass and call my drink awful, like last time.  

Humming to myself, I changed into my bartender uniform.  

“Alright, let’s make a proper drink this time—.”  

A drink made for someone important.  

I focused completely, carefully wiping the dust from the glass.  

I didn’t even notice someone emerging from the restroom hallway.  

I only felt their presence once they reached the counter.  

And the moment I saw who it was, my body froze like ice.  

“You’re…”  

Instinctively, I sensed danger.  

The slave mark on my nape throbbed.  

The uninvited guest…  

Had been waiting inside the bar for a long time.  
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    A silhouette in a black robe.

Beneath the fabric, the curious curves of a woman are revealed.

Just by her shape, I could tell who she was.

The beautiful lines I had seen in the office of the assemblywoman.

Eyes full of ambition, wanting to enchant and dominate.

Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae of the association.

She smoothly took off the robe she was wearing.

Soon, the bizarre eyes mixing white and black of the assemblywoman were revealed.

Still, the sweet scent of acacia blossomed from her body.

The natural fragrance made the hairs on my skin stand on end.

"It's strange..."

The assemblywoman's calm and feminine voice.

She half-closed her eyes, looking down at me intently.

"I clearly ordered Misha to kill you..."

The mention of death made me gasp for air.

Unknowingly, I stumbled backward and bumped into a display behind me.

The precarious clinking of bottles.

"It seems someone has deliberately interfered, given her failure."

Despite having lost most of her minions, she still overflowed with composure.

Moreover, the fact that Anna and the Executor openly came to this bar to find me.

What on earth is she thinking...?

"Assemblywoman Park... no, you're not even an assemblywoman anymore. Why did you come here, Park Shin-ae?"

"Why, I came to see my cute pet."

She intently looks down at my fox ears.

Then, as if they've met their natural predator, they perk up tautly.

Animal instincts scream at me.

Run away now.

I must call the Executor...!

I quickly turn my head to look at the entrance.

It's at least thirty steps from here to the entrance.

I'd be dead before I could even start running.

Then, I must scream...

While thinking that, Shin-ae suddenly appears right in front of my nose.

"Don't even think about screaming."

She smiles and puts a finger on her lips.

At that moment, a burning pain like fire grazes my nape.

"..."

The pain seals my lips tightly together.

Reluctantly, I nod my head.

But just because I nodded, doesn't mean I've surrendered.

Now that she has ruined my life, I look up at Shin-ae with resentful eyes.

"Why do you look at your master with those eyes?"

The grey pupils of the assemblywoman turn blood red.

She looked down at me with a very cruel and arrogant gaze.

Eventually, my eyes, meeting hers, also turn the same color.

Perhaps because of the goosebumps all over my body, I felt paralyzed, unable to move at all.

"Ugh..."

"So, the last piece of the Angelic Hand was here."

Shin-ae places her finger on my sunken collarbone.

Then, as if drawing a picture, she presses between my chest bones.

Maybe because of that touch, my whole body became chilly and sensitive.

Soon, a small light located in the center of my chest flickered.

That light was faint compared to the brilliance that enshrouded Shin-ae's entire body.

"The Angelic Hand has a nature to become one with all its pieces."

"You sure speak well using someone else's power."

I murmured through clenched teeth.

Then Shin-ae tilts her head as if she doesn't understand my words.

"Someone else's power?"

She flicks her finger as if amused.

Then, my entire body begins to feel an extreme weight, as if experiencing strong gravity.

Eventually, I couldn't resist the gravity and knelt down.

Thanks to that, Shin-ae's huge shadow loomed over my entire body.

It felt like facing a great entity impossible to escape from.

The overwhelming pressure made my whole body tremble.

"Looking at you now, no one would believe you were the owner of this power."

Shin-ae bent her knees smoothly.

Her long fingers tenderly tickled my chin.

Damn it, my body trembled as if obeying her touch.

Despite not wanting to admit it, I resisted her in any way I could.

"What are you doing with my power...!"

"What am I doing? Well..."

She brushed my disheveled bangs back behind my ear.

Then she pulls my chin towards her and whispers.

"I certainly wasn't just brewing drinks like you."

Shin-ae carelessly pushed my chin away.

Thanks to that, I ended up sprawled on the floor.

It didn't end there.

She glanced at the gin tonic I was making for the Executor.

Then, after taking a sip, she carelessly dropped it to the floor.

I blankly stared at the broken glass shards.

Shin-ae's face reflected in those shards.

An expression so arrogant, as if she owned the world.

I wanted to slash that face with the glass shards right then.

"Just wait, I'll definitely get my revenge someday..."

A grinding noise echoed like a growl.

My fangs, filled with rage, burst through my lips.

As if they were ready to tear Shin-ae's throat right there.

But...

"How?"

She suddenly grabbed my protruding fangs.

And shook them playfully back and forth.

"Planning to ask your husbands?"

Husbands...

At that word, the faces of Anna and the Executor came to mind.

"Anna, the Executor... well, they are certainly strong rankers. Especially since I've watched Anna closely."

She gently rubbed the tip of my tooth.

Forced to open my mouth, saliva dripped down my chin.

"But do you think I would fight them recklessly without thinking?"

Soon, Shin-ae lightly pushed me away.

"Look forward to it. Soon, this foolish association and the hunter rankings will be completely overturned."

"What...?"

What is she planning?

Surely most of the Counters rankers who were Shin-ae's minions must have been annihilated...

"When that day comes, you'll understand."

Shin-ae sits down gracefully in a chair.

Her sensual thighs visible through the robe caught my eye.

"The owner of the power doesn't matter."

"What matters is how 'well' you use that power."

I gasped weakly for breath.

The pain of the brand on my nape seems to spread gradually.

"Ah, once the world becomes mine, I'll specially keep you as a pet."

She lightly prods my chin with the back of her hand.

Then, looking down at me kindly, she whispers,

"I didn't realize when I tried to kill you..."

"But after Misha tamed you, you became quite cute."

Shin-ae nonchalantly tickles the top of my head.

My body reacts instinctively.

Like a fox, I tremble and stand on all fours.

Then, I slowly crawl under her legs.

Soon, Shin-ae extends her long hand to caress my nape.

Her fingers glide down my sunken spine, reaching my tailbone.

She massages the tailbone gently as if massaging it.

The damned sensation makes my thighs tremble.

I want to flip over and act coquettishly.

I bite down on this urge.

But still, I'm just a toyed-with fox.

It's maddeningly humiliating.

Why must I endure such indignity...

"If only a tail were attached deep here, you'd be a complete vixen, wouldn't you?"

"..."

Her fingers slowly move below my tailbone.

Fearing that touch, I twist my body sharply.

Thankfully, I escape the grasp of her command and roll on the floor.

It was thanks to the remnants of the Angelic Hand within me that I could resist at all.

"Oh dear. You still don't understand your situation, do you?"

She rubs her lips with the fingers that had roamed my body.

And flicks her fingers again.

At the sound, my fox ears perk up sharply.

My mind becomes hazy as if falling under hypnosis.

My face flushes red.

Due to the blurring focus, Shin-ae appears as if there are three of her.

"Damn..."

I gaze fixedly at Shin-ae's legs as she sits on the chair.

Soon, her bare skin is visible between the black robes.

Her pale calves.

Her feet stretch out below.

My gaze dumbly follows to her instep.

"Lick, fox."

"..."

My eyes elongate and tumultuously shake.

I try my best to resist.

But the tattoo on my nape keeps extending.

Soon it completely encircles my neck.

Like a dog collar.

Overcome by the pain, I stagger towards her feet.

And...

I place her sole on my nose, taking rough breaths.

Truly like an animal.

Perhaps tickled by my breath, Shin-ae's mouth curves up.

Soon, she wiggles her toes, caressing my face.

"Lick."

"..."

The compulsion in her command intensifies.

My lips begin to part slightly.

Saliva stretches between my teeth.

And then...

I begin to take her toes into my mouth.

Wrapping my tongue around each toe, I lick them.

It's disgusting...

Surely it should be revolting...

But the more I lick, the more my lower abdomen begins to squirm.

It feels as if I'm being forced to feel excited.

This sensation makes my mind go numb.

Shin-ae looks down at me with disdain.

She shivers her shoulders as she speaks.

"Do you understand now?"

"Your current state."

"That you're a lewd bitch excited just by licking your master's toes."

Her voice no longer registers to me.

I just keep dutifully sucking her feet.

Deep in between each toe.

"I will... get my revenge..."

"Even though you say that, your expression is already looking at me with loving eyes."

She half-closed her eyes and looks down at me.

Then, she suddenly pulls her feet away.

"And you know... it was you who freely snooped around my lab in the first place."

"Even stealing a test subject, right?"

Shin-ae crosses her legs sensually.

Drooling from my mouth, I stare intently between her thighs.

"I'm quite generous, considering the circumstances."

She rests her chin in her hand while intently looking at my fox ears.

Then, in a suddenly suggestive voice, she whispers,

"Now, what command should I give next?"

"According to the memories I looked into... you still haven't accepted that you're a female."

The word 'female' makes my heart lurch.

My thighs tighten as I kneel.

I clenched my thighs together tightly, sealing my lips shut.

"Then, shall I make you acknowledge it yourself?"

"What...?"

"It's to your advantage, too. You can just tell yourself you're acknowledging it because you have to follow my commands."

"What are you talking about...!"

Soon, she issued a humiliating command that I couldn't have imagined.

"Spread yourself."

A short and impactful phrase.

At those words, my head spun.

But I grasped at my fading consciousness as tightly as I could.

If I let my mind wander, I'd end up following her command.

"I can't do it..."

"Shouldn't you follow your master's words?"

The pain at my nape intensified.

I endured, biting down hard on my lip.

Blood trickled from between my lips.

Shin-ae sighed deeply as she stared at the blood.

"It seems a wild fox isn't easy to tame. Maybe it's because there's still some Angelic Hand left?"

"But..."

She flicked her finger as if amused, as though timing me with a stopwatch.

"How long can you hold out?"

I'd rather die than comply.

Please... someone...

"3..."

My thighs twitched.

"2..."

Each word she spoke made my legs want to part.

"1..."

I couldn't bear to see my own disgraceful form.

Just as my thighs began to part, I shut my eyes tightly.

And then...

When I humbly closed my eyes, the sound of Shin-ae's counting stopped.

Thankfully, I could close my legs again, which had started to part forcibly.

What happened...?

With trepidation, I slowly opened my eyes.

And what I saw was...

"That bitch..."

It was the Executor, gripping Park Shin-ae’s head.

Filled with rage, she swiftly detached Shin-ae's head from her body.

"Executor...!"

I cried out with relief.

But soon, my relief turned to perplexity.

"I haven't even had a chance to order her around yet..."

The Executor, holding Shin-ae’s head, uttered those strange words.

With a voice full of grievance...

"How dare someone like you..!"

At her words, I couldn't help but let out an incredulous laugh.

What is she even saying now!?
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    I coldly glared at the Executor who was holding Shin-ae's head.

I straightened my body that had been crouched.

And with a face full of spite, I said,

"Executor."

"Uh...?"

At my cold remark, the Executor quickly regained her composure.

Seeing her like that, I crossed my arms alone.

"Is that all you think about doing with me?"

My ears, which had been shrunken in fear, now seemed angrily tense.

The Executor, seeing her ears, muttered averting her gaze,

"Sorry... I got angry without realizing."

"Fine, I get what you think now—well."

A snort of derision came out naturally.

I turned around abruptly with my arms still crossed.

Then, she accidentally dropped the head she was holding.

The sound of a bowling ball rolling echoed on the floor.

Soon, unlike usual, the Executor gently tapped my shoulder with an apologetic tone.

"Are you angry?"

I didn't respond to the touch.

How detestable.

How much I've struggled all this time.

I've been waiting so long for you to come and save me.

And all you thought about was doing 'that' with me.

"Then, how can I not be angry? I thought I was going to die of fear!"

The Executor closed her mouth tight at my words.

Rendered speechless, she cleared her throat with a fake cough.

Then, as she picked up the fallen head, she said,

"That's why I came to save you..."

I glanced at Shin-ae's severed face.

Soon, the grotesque head wriggled and gradually turned to dust, slipping through the Executor's fingers.

The torso was the same.

The flesh she had forcibly licked turned into fine granules like salt, spilling under the chair.

Thanks to that, the black robe she wore fluttered alone.

Was the salty taste real salt after all...

I immediately want to wipe off my tongue.

We looked down at the robe left behind.

Soon, the Executor stomps on the sackcloth with her sharp heels.

"It really does seem dangerous to live alone. Just a moment's distraction and something like this happens..."

"So, what can I do? I can't have someone with me all my life."

I muttered, pressing down on the robe she stepped on.

Then, the Executor looked down at me intently.

She gazes at the brand completely encircling my neck with a serious expression.

"It would be nice if Anna or I could stick with you forever... but if you keep getting tormented like this, there's nothing I can do."

Soon, the red-eyed lady gently touched the pattern around my neck with her fingers.

Fortunately, seeing that I wasn't in pain, she nodded in satisfaction.

"Anna, with her good information network, will track her down..."

"You should stay at my place for a while."

That again?

I looked up at her seriously.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I asked coldly,

"Really... you are that kind of woman..."

"No!"

Then, the Executor vehemently denied it with a slightly raised voice.

She composed herself and calmly explained the reason.

"My penthouse is entirely surrounded by hunters from Ilshim."

"Moreover, anyone not from Ilshim must go through a checkpoint to enter the complex."

"So, even when you're alone, neither Shin-ae's avatar nor enemies can approach."

She took out a penthouse card from her pocket.

It was very luxurious, golden.

On the card key was written...

「Irvine Golden Forest Desire Palace.」

"A refined temple of passion in the golden forest...?"

I couldn't help but frown at the ridiculous apartment name.

The Executor laughed as if agreeing,

"I didn't name it, Mr. Cheongsa did."

"Nowadays, trademarks have to be made luxurious like this to sell."

She placed the card key in my palm.

And gently stroked my head.

Obediently, my fox ears fluttered.

"I still don't want to live in such a place forever..."

"Just until we catch Assemblywoman Park. Anna and I will find her hiding spot as quickly as possible."

Seeing my sullen face, the Executor patted my shoulder.

"Just bear with it until then."

"..."

I fiddled with the card key, lips tightly sealed.

Gold really doesn't suit me.

"So, I have to stay home alone while you're gone?"

The Executor always goes to work at Ilshim.

So, am I supposed to stay home alone like a tied-up pet dog?

Just the thought feels lonely and sad...

My fox ears drooped with gloomy thoughts.

Then, the Executor pinched my drooping ears and shook them lightly.

She tilted her head and whispered as if she had planned it all along,

"Don't worry. I'll find you a companion to talk to in the meantime."

"A companion to talk to...?"

"---."

"Look who's here--?"

My eyelids fluttered.

Arriving with the ridiculously long name of Irvine Golden Something, a woman with beautiful black hair and green eyes greeted me.

"Vice Chairman Na-hyun...?"

The Executor dropped me off and hurried to work.

Left alone, I suddenly found myself being grabbed by the shoulder by the vice chairman.

"Why would such a high-ranking person be here..."

"Why indeed! Because of this brand, Assemblywoman Park can track your location."

She casually pointed at my neck while saying this.

Her appearance up close was a stark contrast to her charismatic presence at the company.

Instead of the dignified attire of a vice chairman, she wore dolphin pants.

And instead of a tightly fitting suit, a shabby hoodie.

Anyone would think she's just a 20-something homebody...

"Well, that's true..."

I eyed her appearance while muttering under my breath.

Then, Na-hyun suddenly slung her arm around my shoulder.

Thanks to that, her tied-up hair flapped and hit my cheek.

She even wore a hair tie...

"Today, I personally took on the role of escorting my daughter-in-law."

"Shouldn't someone in your position be receiving much more protection?"

I shrugged my shoulders like a student caught by a bully.

Then she wiggled the fingers that were slung over my shoulder and said leisurely,

"Can't I even protect our own daughter-in-law?"

She led the way, laughing heartily.

Despite it being broad daylight, her speech was tipsy as if she had been drinking.

"But still, I'm the second-in-command at Ilshim-."

No, on closer sniff, it seems she already had a drink...

Her gait was so relaxed, she could pass for an uncle.

But soon, her smile vanished, replaced by a bitter expression.

At that moment, my body tensed up.

"Moreover... the Executor said that even when I'm at the company, I'm not much help..."

A figurehead president?

Her unexpected revelation made my jaw drop.

"She says she hates it because after work, it’s just dinners and more dinners..."

When I first saw her at a Japanese restaurant, her presence was truly formidable.

But now, it just seemed like she's a naive swan sister...

"But it's okay! Thanks to our reliable little snakes, I get to live like this, don't I?"

Her green eyes soon sparkled, shedding the gloom.

Thus, I was dragged along by the energetic vice chairman to the Executor’s penthouse.

This is just...

Like a pet left in charge while she goes to work!

But maybe it's not so bad being with someone as grand as the vice chairman?

Thinking about it, most corporate leaders own pets.

I might not be so different from those dogs.

But...

That bitter worry soon vanished.

Because as soon as we opened the front door, the sight that unfolded made my eyes pop.

Apartment 2501.

Located on the 25th floor, it was the finest place I had ever lived in.

"Wow..."

As we entered, a long corridor unfolded.

Following the corridor, a massive living room of about 100 square meters opened up.

The expensive-looking sofa and the spacious flat-screen TV were unmistakable.

And... the panoramic view of Seoul through the full-length glass.

Even for a conglomerate like Ilshim...

It's unimaginable that all executives live in such places.

"How about that, killer, right? Our Irvine whatever is the pride of Ilshim Construction-."

Na-hyun rubbed her nose, clearly proud, though she didn’t even remember her own apartment's name.

"Rest easy until the Executor arrives-."

She flopped down on the sofa as she said this.

Already munching on snacks before meeting me, the marble table was littered with potato chips.

"Ah, yes..."

I looked around the penthouse, slightly nervous.

The thought occurred to me...

No matter how rich you are.

No matter how nice the house is.

Living is the same for everyone.

Especially our vice chairman.

I glanced down at her.

The pants that blatantly revealed her thighs.

The chips she unabashedly grabbed.

And... the crumbs falling all over the rug!

This person has zero sense of cleanliness!

Even as a vice chairman, she's too lax!

And with all the takeout she seemed to have had, the sink and table were cluttered with disposable containers.

The cleanliness of the Executor's room and study suggested that it was undoubtedly Na-hyun who messed everything up.

Executor, what kind of battle are you fighting...

I sighed involuntarily.

But regardless of my thoughts, the vice chairman continued to scatter crumbs not only on the rug but also into the sofa creases.

Seeing such a mess twisted my stomach.

I couldn't stand it any longer.

"Um, vice chairman..."

"Hmm?"

"Could you lift your legs a moment?"

"Why should I lift my legs...?"

The vice chairman cocked her head like a high school girl.

Then she saw the vacuum cleaner in my hand and giggled foolishly.

"Oh, it's okay-. Every two days, our Ilshim cleaning company comes-."

You mean this is all from just two days?

Just the thought is dizzying.

"It’s hard to clean up after you."

I said with a forced smile.

Hearing the gritting of my teeth, Na-hyun scratched her head and got up from the sofa.

"Ahaha... I got it, as expected our daughter-in-law is diligent in housework-."

She fidgeted as she watched me clean.

When I cleaned the bathroom.

When I did the dishes.

When I dusted the rug and uncovered the sofa seat.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"No... I feel a bit sorry..."

"Then, please throw these out."

I pointed to the stack of plastic containers after doing the dishes.

She obediently picked them up with both hands.

"Delivery food is fine, but try to keep to home-cooked meals when possible."

"But-, if I go home, the old man nags too much..."

"The old man?"

"The chairman-, he always complains if I'm just at home-."

Looking at the vice chairman's state, it's understandable...

It’s a miracle she hasn’t been smacked on the back!

"From tonight, stick to home-cooked meals."

"I don’t know how to cook?"

Brazen.

Well, she is the vice chairman, so she can be brazen...

"Why are you looking at me like that? The Executor can only cook instant noodles too."

I already knew the Executor didn’t cook.

She always ate her father’s packed lunches, so she never had to cook herself.

"Don’t worry. I'll cook the home meals."

Well, since it's come to this.

I might as well take on the role of father for both the Executor and this naive vice chairman.

Since I can’t go to the store anyway.

Might as well apply my Angelic Hand to cooking.

Then, even without Ji-wook sunbae, I can start my own cocktail bar.

After finishing the cleaning, I bravely headed to the kitchen.

And boldly opened the refrigerator.

But...

As expected, in a house where two cooking novices live...

The fridge was filled with a few leftover delivery foods and a lot of beer.

"I guess I need to shop first."

It feels less like I was brought here as a pet, and more like a maid...

It seems I won’t be able to relax in this place after all.
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    I came out to the first floor of the apartment with the vice president.

While she smoked a cigarette for a moment, I headed to the recycling station first.

The exterior of the first floor, befitting a sophisticated apartment, was beautiful.

The visuals of the residents were extraordinary.

Indeed, as people in a luxury apartment, they exuded elegance from their appearances.

Especially a woman heading to the recycling station with me.

Even though she was near home, she was all dressed up, her hair tied to one side.

She looked around stealthily, as if she didn’t want to show others her throwing out the trash.

I followed her into the recycling station.

"Alright... I’ve thrown away the regular trash, now let’s do some recycling..."

A glance at the recycling station revealed the woman picking up trash with her fingertips carelessly.

The sight made me frown.

Wasn’t she just carelessly throwing cans and plastics into the cardboard box?

Annoyed by her behavior, I separated the cans and plastics for her.

The uncleaned containers gave off a rotten smell of food, which hit my nose.

After getting fox ears, such smells became even more painful to endure.

But my ordeal didn’t end there.

The woman started carelessly stuffing Styrofoam into the plastic bin.

I couldn't bear to watch that anymore and mustered the courage to speak to her.

“Excuse me...”

She looked down at me indifferently.

She, taller than me, asked with a condescending look in her eyes.

"What is it?"

I forced a smile despite her fierce gaze.

And I advised her as politely as possible.

"Styrofoam needs to be thrown away separately outside..."

"..."

Normally, upon hearing this, one would say, 'Oh, is that so? Thank you,' and dispose of it properly.

However, she crossed her arms haughtily instead.

"What concern is it of yours?"

"What...?"

I thought I might have misheard.

Given the sophistication of this apartment's residents, I had expected politeness.

Instead, I received a rebuke.

"After all, the security guards will sort it out anyway."

She shrugged as if it was the most natural thing.

Since when did security guards have to double as cleaners...

"Still, wouldn’t it be easier for them if we sorted it properly ourselves?"

"Ha, isn’t that what they’re paid to do?"

What?

This was an idea I had never considered.

Her absurd words left me stunned.

Then, thinking she had overpowered me, she suddenly thrust her face close to mine.

"Or is it because you’re a maid too, that you feel some camaraderie?"

What...?

A maid?

"I’m not a maid, you know?"

"Then, what are you?"

She flicked her finger dismissively, still looking down on me.

A sparkling diamond ring caught my eye.

"I’m just crashing at a friend’s place."

"Crashing... I see, figures."

"What...?"

"You know, a kept woman."

A kept woman?

No matter how high her own status, that was too much...

"Excuse me! That’s going too far..."

I nearly shouted out loud.

But I was rendered speechless by the vice president appearing with a cardboard box.

"What are you doing?"

As she peeked through the boxes, the woman quickly retracted her haughty demeanor.

And she hastily began to show respect.

"Vice president, you’re out?"

"Oh, hello. But who are you...?"

The vice president smiled faintly as she greeted her.

But she clearly didn't remember who she was.

"I’m the wife of Han Joon-seok, the head of Ilshim Pharmaceutical Department. We met at a party before..."

"Oh, that friend! Wears glasses... Tall..."

"I don’t wear glasses, and I’m not tall, but I appreciate your memory."

She was the opposite of the cynical persona she had shown to me.

In front of the vice president, she was the epitome of a respectful woman.

"Oh my... You’re disposing of the trash yourself..."

She seemed shocked to see the recyclable waste I handed her.

"Let's not call it that outside. We’re all neighbors, aren’t we?"

Na-hyun laughed heartily.

And soon she began recycling with me.

The woman looked at me with a bewildered expression.

Recycling together... Does that mean she’s living with the vice president?

What now, does that make me the vice president's kept woman?

The thought alone made me laugh.

"Um, may I ask what your relationship with this person is?"

The neighbor cautiously inquired about my identity.

I was ready to retaliate.

But the vice president quickly put his arm around me and answered for me.

"She's my daughter-in-law."

"Daughter-in-law...?"

The woman was taken aback by Na-hyun's words, who appeared to be in her late twenties.

Then the vice president made a gesture as if biting a snake with his fingers.

"You know Team Leader Han, right? The Executor. That’s her wife."

"Oh... oh my!"

She soon covered her mouth with the back of her hand, staring at me intently.

I must have seemed like a completely different person to her, bowing deeply with respect.

"I'm sorry for not greeting you first..."

She tried not to tremble, but the chattering of her teeth reached my fox ears.

I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

Just having the vice president nearby changed her attitude so dramatically.

Rich people are nothing special after all.

"It's okay."

I patted her shoulder indifferently.

And I whispered softly.

"Let’s be careful with each other next time."

"We are ‘neighbors’ after all, aren’t we?"

At those words, her legs gave way, and she staggered.

Indifferent to her condition, we left the recycling station.

"Vice president, go ahead. I’ll do some shopping and come back."

"Really?"

She clasped her hands behind her neck.

Then, briefly pouting her lips, she replied to me.

"Then, I should accompany you. I'm our daughter-in-law's escort knight, after all."

Glancing back,

The wife of someone from the pharmaceutical department, left alone, looked utterly bewildered upon hearing that the vice president was my escort.

To that, I responded with a slight smile.

And pointed towards the recycling station.

"Dispose of it properly right now."

The woman, turning pale, hurriedly picked herself up.

She began to manually collect the trash she had misplaced.

She no longer despised the trash she had created.

She had transformed into a diligent environmental activist.

The fact that I had put her in her place kept me laughing all the way to the market.

But...

That laughter soon vanished.

Because moving forward amidst the vice president's popularity, akin to a queen mother, was incredibly difficult.

Every person we encountered greeted her, and naturally, I was introduced as well.

Each time, the vice president labeled me as his daughter-in-law.

At this rate, the whole of Ilshim will hear about it!

Moreover, the problem wasn't just that.

Inside the market, my heightened senses began to notice things that weren't visible before.

In the food section.

In the beverage section.

Even in the restroom!

Hunters in black suits were keeping an eye on us.

Noticing them, the vice president chuckled and reassured me.

"Don't worry. They're my guards."

"Didn't you say before that you didn't need escorts?"

"That's inside the premises. Outside, Dad always has them tag along like this."

She clapped her hands emphatically into the air.

Suddenly, a woman who appeared to be the chief of the escorts materialized in front of the vice president.

Where did she come from?

Judging by her movements, she almost matched Anna.

"Black Snake, introduce yourself. This is Si-ho, the wife of Team Leader Han."

"Nice to meet you."

A slender build.

A long ponytail braided to one side.

Black hair and black eyes.

A visual truly befitting the name Black Snake.

She glanced up at me.

Is the hiring criterion at Ilshim all about the look in one's eyes...

As frightened as I was when I first saw the Executor, I forced a smile and greeted her.

"Hello... I'm not actually her wife yet, just someone close."

I extended my hand for a handshake.

However, she did not take my hand.

Instead, she glared at me intimidatingly and then turned her head away indifferently.

"Vice president, may I have a word with you in private?"

"Let's."

The vice president walked away with Black Snake, leaving a gesture for me to wait.

After a while, Black Snake bowed respectfully and whispered to her.

"Vice president, we are elite personnel assigned exclusively to your protection."

"That's right."

"Therefore, I don't understand why we need to guard such civilians."

"If you're as competent as you are, it's natural to be curious."

The vice president looked into the air with his hands behind his back.

Then, he looked at Black Snake with an earnest gaze befitting his rank.

"Do you remember the time when the Executor worked solely as a killer?"

"Yes... You seemed very precarious."

"Assassins live their lives tormented by guilt over killing. Eventually, their minds collapse, and they destroy themselves."

I caught the vice president's eye from a distance.

Soon, she sent me a conspiratorial glance.

Ugh... why is she doing that?

"That girl kept her from going down that path."

"After meeting Si-ho, Team Leader Han regained a more humane look in her eyes."

Na-hyun neatly straightened Black Snake's crooked tie.

Then she whispered quietly.

"Moreover, she has a talent as a legendary buffer."

"A buffer...?"

"Do you see the choker-like thing on her neck? It looks unpleasant."

"Yes, I see it. It's an offensive tattoo."

"That's a curse placed by Park Shin-ae of Counters to steal her buff abilities."

"Are her abilities that significant?"

"Yes, they're unstable now, but if properly nurtured, they'll be a great asset to our company."

Soon, she coughed and glanced at me.

Then, as if nothing had happened, she waved her hand.

"See? She's the perfect match for the Executor. We need to keep her from leaving."

"Understood... I'll return to my duties now."

"Good, I appreciate your help today."

The vice president gently patted Black Snake's shoulder.

Then she nodded lightly and once again vanished into thin air.

Afterward, the vice president approached me with a chuckling demeanor.

As if nothing had happened.

"She's a bit blunt, but she has a good heart. Please understand her."

"Ah, yes..."

The vice president narrowed his eyes and scanned the surroundings.

Then he whispered in my ear.

"In fact, she admired Team Leader Han. Ever since rumors spread that you two were dating, she's been like this."

No wonder...

Her gaze was fierce...

"Don't worry about it. She's young, so her tastes might change quickly. She'll find a new ideal type soon enough."

She said this while dragging the shopping cart around like a toy.

I looked at the vice president, her eyes half-closed.

The vice president is also in her late twenties...

Sometimes she really talks like an old person.

"Oh, how about this?"

She shook a bag of crab-shaped snacks.

It was labeled 'aged kimchi flavor.'

"I've never seen aged kimchi flavor before...?"

She looked down at the snack like a child.

I take back what I said about her being old.

"Put that down, Vice President."

"Eh? It's going to take a while to cook anyway."

"Snacks will ruin your appetite for the meal."

I snatched it lightly and placed it back on the shelf.

Then, Na-hyun looked sullenly at the snack section for the rest of our way.

"Now, we've got the soup ingredients..."

She held two packages of seaweed, alternating her gaze between them.

This one is 500 won cheaper, but is there a significant difference?

While I was contemplating the seaweeds, I suddenly felt a piercing gaze.

Black Snake, her head barely peeking out from behind the curry display.

She was glaring at me as if she wanted to kill me.

Why is she looking at me like that...

"Um, Black Snake...? Do you need something from me?"

"No."

"Then why are you looking at me like that..."

"I'm guarding you."

That doesn’t look like the eyes of someone who’s guarding!

I smiled awkwardly and avoided her gaze.

I sighed deeply, hiding my face behind the two packages of seaweed.

If I'm going to be around her often from now on...

Is there a way to get on friendly terms?
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    I'm annoyed.

Why is such a tiny girl...

She stared intently at a woman named Si-ho, holding onto a stand.

Muttering while holding two pieces of seaweed.

Vulgarly seductive eyes, teardrops, and strange animal ears attached to her head.

She's totally a monster.

Surely Executor Unnie was bewitched by some strange magic too.

Targeting my unnie's wealth, no doubt.

Trying to change her fate somehow.

She gripped the stand tightly.

Then, the metal display began to crumple.

I don't know how she managed to seduce the vice chairman...

But if she messes with me, I'll kill her right away.

“There...”

And seaweed soup?

Is she trying to make such ordinary food for my sister?

If you're going to make it, you should at least use the finest from Jeju!

And I can make seaweed soup well too...

“There...”

It seemed like someone kept nagging beside me, but I didn't pay attention.

What's important right now is this damned...

“There, noo...!”

Someone was disrupting my surveillance.

Instinctively, I swatted away the hand of ‘someone’, and he collapsed to the floor, powerless.

“---!”

Suddenly, cries began to echo from the floor.

Startled by the noise, I quickly turned my head down.

And there, I saw a young boy, fallen and crying bitterly.

Wait, did I... push a child?

"Sorry..."

I reached out with the hand that had pushed him to help him up.

But the frightened child shook his head, sobbing.

Understandably, if someone who pushed you suddenly offered a hand, you wouldn’t just grab it.

Damn... I've gotten myself into an annoying situation.

Such a mistake is unworthy of a professional bodyguard.

If the vice chairman sees this, it could seriously damage my reputation.

Anxiously, I scanned the surroundings.

No sign of the child’s parents.

Amid this, the child’s crying caught the attention of the nearby patrons.

Their frowns deepened at the noise.

Anyone looking would think I was a villain tormenting a child.

I approached slowly, and my shadow fell over the boy.

I tried to apologize sincerely, looking him in the eyes.

But...

Pierced by my gaze, the child seemed even more frightened and began to cry louder.

“---!”

I was just trying to apologize...

Why is he so scared!?

The situation was only getting worse.

And to make matters worse, the very monster I didn't want to deal with had heard the crying and came running.

“What’s going on?”

She asked me in a voice feigning concern.

Trying to craft a kind image through this incident, are we?

“It’s nothing. I accidentally bumped into the child...”

Realizing what happened, Si-ho cautiously approached the child.

And she gently bent down, meeting his eyes.

“Are you okay? Not hurt?”

What the...

The boy’s response to her was completely different from his reaction to me.

He stopped crying and slowly nodded.

“When you scare a child, it’s crucial to lower your gaze as much as possible.”

Perhaps it was because she was crouching down.

Si-ho’s shadow did not loom over him.

“You can even hold back your tears, how brave-. Now, what’s our brave friend’s name?”

“Jin-hyuk... Choi Jin-hyuk...”

“What were you trying to buy?”

Si-ho pondered, finger on her cheek.

At that, Jin-hyuk soon smiled and raised his finger.

It was like watching a children’s quiz show.

His finger pointed to the display I had been covering.

And there...

Were dog treats.

“This one, our plain treat.”

“This?”

“No, the long one next to it.”

Si-ho took out the dog treat and handed it to the boy.

With a gentle smile.

“Here, your unnie was just carrying out a very important task. So, she was focused and accidentally bumped into Jin-hyuk.”

“Can our brave Jin-hyuk forgive her just this once?”

The monster-like woman convinced the child with a skilled voice.

Just like a kindergarten teacher.

Maybe she worked in that field before the gates opened?

Lucky her...

Soon after receiving the long jerky, he stared up at her.

His gaze stopped at Si-ho’s twitching ears.

“I’ll give this one to you, unnie.”

“Uh...? Me?”

Si-ho held the jerky, puzzled.

Then, Jin-hyuk pointed at her ears.

“It seems like unnie would like it too.”

“Ah...”

Si-ho blushed, as if embarrassed.

Her ears fluttered as if echoing her heart.

The boy’s eyes sparkled with curiosity.

He seemed to want to touch them, reaching out hesitantly.

Honestly, I was a bit curious too.

It’s my first time seeing someone with Night Stalker’s ears attached.

From what Baeksa senior told me, they can be removed immediately at the initial stage.

Seeing her walk around with them so openly...

She definitely kept them to look cute.

“Do you want to touch them?”

The boy nodded at Si-ho’s question.

In a way, the boy’s request could be seen as inappropriate.

It’s not normal to touch a stranger woman’s ears.

But...

Si-ho willingly bent her head down for the boy.

He gently touched the fox ears that had come closer.

As his fingers touched them, the ears perked up even more.

This allowed the boy to play with them as if they were dough.

"It's amazing...!"

"Is it...? Feel free to touch them."

Si-ho, with her eyes closed, let the boy freely play with her ears.

Her boldness gradually eased the tension in my face.

"They feel just like our SsuSsu!"

"Pfft.."

That was close...

I nearly burst out laughing at the child's comment.

Si-ho's face turned red, seemingly embarrassed by my reaction.

But she bravely continued to let the boy touch her ears for his sake.

During this time.

From a distance, a woman’s voice calling for Jin-hyuk began to be heard.

Soon, a woman in her thirties appeared around the corner.

She was puzzled to see her son touching the ears of a woman he didn’t know.

"Jin-hyuk..!"

The mother hurried over to her son.

"Where have you been... I've been looking everywhere for you!"

She scolded him in a pained voice.

Thanks to this, Si-ho finally managed to stand up.

She rubbed her back with her hand, as if it hurt.

"I'm sorry... My child must have bothered you?"

The mother bowed her head apologetically towards Si-ho.

Si-ho smiled and waved her hand dismissively.

"No, it was my fault... I wasn't paying attention and accidentally bumped into the child..."

What...?

But I was the one who bumped into the child...

"Oh, is that so."

The mother quickly checked her child for any injuries after hearing they had bumped.

Luckily, other than a bruised bottom, there were no serious injuries.

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine."

Si-ho smiled and looked down at her pants, then lightly rubbed the spot where she had bumped into the child.

"Mom, look at this sister. Her ears are just like SsuSsu's!"

Jin-hyuk pointed at Si-ho's ears.

Seeing someone with animal ears for the first time, the mother covered her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Oh my..."

"Ahaha... It's just fashion. Fashion!"

"No, it moved by itself just now?"

The boy continued to speak tactlessly.

As Si-ho looked embarrassed, the mother made a gesture to leave with her son.

"Child, you shouldn't say such rude things...!"

"It's okay. It happens."

Soon, the mother and son moved away from us.

As they were leaving, Jin-hyuk waved at Si-ho.

"Bye-bye, SsuSsu-like sister!"

"Yeah, take care, Jin-hyuk!"

Si-ho smiled warmly, as if she had become friends with the child in just a short time.

I glanced down at her, a woman who could befriend a stranger so effortlessly.

Well, I have to admit that's one talent she has.

Slowly, a smile formed on my lips.

Realizing this, I bit my lip and forced my expression to turn cold again.

"Bye, unnie!"

While I was trying to stay stern, my eyebrows twitched.

The child I had bumped into was waving at me too.

Hmm.

Ignoring that, I just coughed nonchalantly.

Then, sheepishly, I raised one hand to wave goodbye to the child.

From now on, it's poker face only.

I won't give this enchantress, who stole my unnie, another glance.

But...

"Aren't they cute?"

Damn it, my resolution broke in less than 10 seconds.

Si-ho had spoken to me while watching the boy's retreating figure.

"What is?"

"That child. He said I look like I would like dog treats."

"What's so great about being treated like a dog."

Really.

Does she think she's some kind of dog?

Does she think I don't know she's avoiding taking her meds to appear appealing to Executor Unnie?

Crafty woman.

"I wish I could take them off sooner too."

"Then, just go to the hospital and get them removed right now."

I asked indifferently, and Si-ho’s expression quickly turned gloomy.

She sighed deeply and pouted her lips.

"I did go. But just my luck, the vehicle carrying my medicine was robbed by a thug."

"A thug...?"

What.

Was she not just keeping them on purpose?

"Yes. Talk about bad luck, right?"

"..."

Si-ho bowed her head low.

"Uh...?"

As she bowed her head, she suddenly exclaimed as if she had noticed something.

Her gaze fell to my dress shoes.

"Your shoelace is undone, you know?"

"Really? That shouldn't be..."

As a professional bodyguard, I should maintain strict discipline.

I was sure I had tied my shoelaces tightly.

Ah...

Perhaps the boy stepped on them earlier.

"It's okay, I can..."

Before I could finish my sentence, Si-ho knelt down and began tying my shoelaces herself.

Her head was fully in view, right down to the twitching fox ears.

Watching her small figure fidget...

She seemed kind of cute.

Damn, what am I even saying!

I immediately banished the thought of her being cute from my mind.

I cannot be charmed by this enchantress.

As her direct bodyguard, it's crucial that I remain cool and understand her intentions.

"I can tie them myself..."

"It's alright, I've already done it."

Si-ho looked up at me with a grin, her eyes half-closed and a mischievous smile on her face.

"It's an honor to be guarded by such a distinguished person."

"I wanted to express my gratitude, even if just like this."

Si-ho exhaled briefly and stood up, stretching her back gracefully, revealing a sensual body line.

"Well, I'm off to shop again, there's a sale on pollock—"

She sauntered away, teasingly making room for me.

I stared at Si-ho’s retreating figure.

"..."

Her standing in line among the housewives.

To anyone watching, she looked like a domestic young wife.

I imagined Executor Unnie standing next to her, dressed in a suit.

Damn.

It's too much like a fairy tale!

A sense of defeat washed over me.

When I stood with her, we were constantly told we looked like sisters...

But with that woman, they looked like a perfectly matched couple.

I clenched my lips tightly.

And blankly stared at her mischievous fox ears.

As she tasted the pollock, Si-ho’s ears fluttered as if they might fly off.

Her pleasure was all too obvious.

Well...

She is kind of cute, I suppose.

I sighed deeply.

And then fiddled with the top of my head with both hands.

I pinched my long hair trying to make it stand like animal ears.

But soon, my hair just flopped down lifelessly.

"Do I need to get some too..."

"What are you talking about?"

I hadn't sensed anyone approaching.

Startled by the sudden presence of the vice chairman, I jumped.

"Vi- Vice Chairman...?!"

"Our Black Snake seems to have a cute side?"

The vice chairman had a mysterious smile, as if she had seen all my foolishness.

At that, I quickly lowered my hands.

"Oh, no, not at all!"

I hastily shook my head.

Thanks to that, my disheveled hair neatly fell back into place.
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    Where might the largest criminal organization in Korea be located?

Without exception, everyone would point to Ilshim.

However, it's difficult to view them merely as a criminal organization.

By now, Ilshim has been protecting the residents within their territory and guaranteeing their commercial rights.

In fact, Ilshim's areas are deemed much safer compared to the Association, which is busy protecting the whole country and thus has many gaps.

Thanks to this, they've transcended the title of a criminal organization and have even been called another government.

Indeed, they have not engaged in killing or extortion against civilians.

So, at this point, which is the worst criminal organization that even extorts civilians?

It's probably 'Twin Kill.'

Entry requirements are stringent, needing at least a B-grade Hunter.

Due to these conditions, the group isn't large, but their force is significantly stronger than other organizations.

They have robbed an Association-affiliated bank three times and have consistently occupied large supermarkets and department stores.

In the process, they have taken Association members hostage and extorted money.

As they continue to build a flashy track record, their confidence begins to soar.

And Twin Kill's next target is...

A large supermarket that lies along the boundary of Ilshim's territory.

They usually avoided any trouble with Ilshim.

Already marked by the Association, meddling with Ilshim would mean doubling their enemies.

However, this time they've spotted an irresistible opportunity.

The vice-chair of Ilshim was spotted at the large supermarket.

When she appeared in the media, she always carried the image of a beautiful third-generation chaebol.

Recently, there was a performance of breaking a tombstone in front of the Association, but...

Considering she is always surrounded by bodyguards, it's predominantly assessed that she might be, at best, a B-grade Hunter.

Taking her hostage would gain Ilshim not only a vast amount of money but also the honor of capturing an important figure.

"Brother, doesn't something seem off?"

Just as the leader of Twin Kill was indulging in his happy thoughts, one of his subordinates agitated him.

Thanks to that, the scar etched into his bald head flashed.

"What are you talking about?"

"It's highly suspicious that a big shot like the vice-chair of Ilshim would come to a regular supermarket with only four bodyguards."

It certainly is an unusual occurrence.

From what I've heard, Na-hyun, the vice-chair of Ilshim, is famously reclusive...

"The woman who gave us this information... something's fishy. If they could possess such information, they could handle Choi Na-hyun themselves, why would they need our hands?"

The leader of Twin Kill, Hyung-taek, pushed his sunglasses up at his brother's ego-bruising words.

He looked at his brother with a stern expression.

"It's probably some kind of test."

"A test...?"

"The times are changing now. The Association has already lost the trust of the people. Politicians are continuously committing crimes and corruption, and instead, the public's support is shifting towards Ilshim."

He speaks while slipping on black leather gloves.

The gloves snugly wrap around his long fingers.

"To replace the incompetent Association, some are thinking of forming a new government."

"I don't quite understand..."

"Idiot! The new government folks are checking if they should pull us into their ranks based on our capabilities!"

He shows a familiar glass bottle while speaking.

Inside, there were pills enough for the members of Twin Kill.

"But... it feels like we're being used like lab rats. How can we trust this medicine..."

"Kid, that's why I analyzed its components myself. The effects are guaranteed!"

"..."

At the firm leader's words, the brother clamped his mouth shut.

His long hair swayed as if dancing.

"If a group can mass-produce such drugs, they can surely leap over the Association with ease."

He looked down at the supermarket from the rooftop of an abandoned building.

The leader seemed to have made up his mind.

"So... we need to be first in line. Being hired first means securing higher positions."

Soon, he turned and patted his brother on the shoulder.

The leader of Twin Kill reassured him with a trustworthy voice.

"That way, you guys won't have to bloody your hands anymore."

"Thank you for thinking that far, hyung..."

Touched by his brother's deep intentions, the sibling made a choked-up face.

Leaving him behind, the leader shouted.

To the twenty A-B grade Hunters.

"Let's go, today we hunt the queen bee."

The hunters, each armed with lethal weapons, bowed their heads all at once in salute.

The killer wasp marks were engraved on each of their masks.

「---.」

"The meat is so delicious!"

Si-ho, holding a sampling toothpick.

Every time she picked up the meat, fox ears fluttered.

The fox swiftly ate all the meat cooked by the quick hands.

The lady cooking the meat looked troubled at this sight.

"Um... others need to eat too..."

"Ah... I'm sorry!"

Realizing her oversight, Si-ho quickly bowed in apology.

And hurriedly put four packs of ribs in her cart.

I stared down at Si-ho.

"With that much, the lady would have forgiven you."

"I guess so?"

Si-ho chuckled and picked up her basket.

And scurried off towards the next vegetable stand.

Watching her back, my gaze drifted to her hips.

No tail attached.

As I thought this, a sudden noise made the hairs on my neck stand on end.

From far away, it seemed like I heard faint screams.

「Team leader Black Snake.」

In sync with the noise, a transmission from a bodyguard came through my earpiece.

Something doesn't feel right.

Normally, other team members only transmit in 'crisis situations.'

"Yeah, talk."

「Code A. It's an emergency.」

"What's happening?"

「Twin Kill has appeared at the supermarket entrance.」

"Why those bastards?"

They usually wouldn't dare near Ilshim's territory.

What wind has blown them to strike here suddenly?

「Yes, it seems they knew in advance that the vice-chair was visiting here. They've taken over the counter and are holding hostages.」

It seems the lack of security team personnel has also leaked.

That means these bastards are serious.

They probably mobilized most of their members.

"Request backup from headquarters immediately. I'll join you right away."

「Understood... Vice-chair?」

As the member was responding, Na-hyun snatched his earpiece.

「Ah, Black Snake. I'm fine, so make sure to keep an eye on Si-ho.」

"No, vice-chair. How can I, the head of security, leave your side?"

「It's fine, it's fine-. We'll hide well on our own.」

The vice-chair reassured me with a very relaxed attitude.

I wanted to join the main force at all costs, but her command was absolute.

I clenched my lips, staring dumbly at the demon stuffing leeks with a stupid face, her slender wrists and calves hidden in pudgy flesh.

That woman... if left alone, she'll definitely be taken hostage.

"Understood..."

"Right, if Si-ho gets hurt, both you and I will be killed by the Executor, so pay attention!"

The transmission ended.

Damn...

The vice-chair's last words pierced my heart.

It's saddening that Executor's love isn't for me...

But that jealousy soon faded away.

"---!"

Gunshots from Twin Kill hunters rang out near the supermarket entrance.

Because of that, everyone inside the supermarket froze.

Right, jealousy isn't what's important now.

When I had just come to my senses,

the problem demon hurried over and asked me,

"What, what's happening?"

"Twin Kill. They're robbers who take public facilities hostage to extort money."

"Uh, how about the vice-chair?"

"We have three agents attached to her, so she should be fine."

Even in such a situation, she first thought of the vice-chair.

Well, her personality isn't bad.

But I haven't accepted her yet!

"---!"

All the lights in the supermarket began to go out.

Soon, the once-bright market was left in deep darkness.

"The lights are out!"

"From now on, follow my instructions carefully."

As darkness enveloped us, Si-ho's eyes sparkled.

Eyes long and wild, like a fox.

It made it easier to identify her in the blackout.

"We turned off the lights."

"What...?"

"Si-ho, you should hide in a quiet place for now."

"What about you, Black Snake?"

"I'm going hunting for wasps."

Not only Si-ho's eyes sparkled in the dark.

I too am more accustomed to the shadows than the light.

Soon, heavy footsteps began approaching from afar.

Following the sound, I carefully pressed my body against a stall.

And the moment the footsteps were right in front of me,

I flicked my fingers and pulled a dagger from my sleeve.

Holding it, I lunged from around the corner and thrust it into the robber's throat.

Si-ho's fox eyes sparkled at the sight of my swift suppression.

But, it's hardly over with just that.

Why else would they be called Twin Kill if not for their speed and numbers, just like wasps?

When their comrade didn't return, two more wasps approached from the tool display.

But when they arrived, they only found their colleague's cold body.

"Damn, here!"

One yelled and turned his head at the sound.

That's when I seized the moment to draw a pistol.

The gun pointed at me for a brief second.

At that moment, I grabbed the barrel and twisted it violently.

The twisted barrel fired.

The bullet flew out, piercing the forehead of the accompanying colleague.

It took less than five seconds to deal with two B-grade hunters.

"Are, are you alright?"

The demon looked at me with worried eyes,

only peeking her face out while holding onto the stall.

"Me? Worrying?"

Handling these B-grade riff-raff in five seconds is easy.

"As you can see, I'm fine..."

Taking advantage of a moment when I turned my head,

a sharp light surged in the darkness.

I instinctively twisted my body to dodge the light.

The light was from two blades, quite fast.

At this speed, they're at least A-grade hunters...

And they moved as if they had long practiced together.

"---!"

Two men with similar faces emerged from the darkness.

Twins?

With shaggy hair covering their eyes, they simultaneously assumed a stance.

And with clean, sharp movements, they swung their swords at the same time.

At my side and the left side of my neck.

Attacks targeting different areas at the same time.

"There's no escaping this...!"

No choice.

To avoid a fatal neck strike, I allowed a hit to my side.

And in exchange.

I extended my sleeve and drew a medium-length sword I had concealed.

Drawing it, I twisted my wrist and gripped it tightly.

Then I swung it powerfully, slashing them simultaneously as they attacked.

"---!"

The previously unarmed bodyguard suddenly drew a sword and struck.

Startled by a technique they had never seen, the two wasps had their throats split, bewildered.

And they crumpled to the floor with a heavy sound.

"Haah..."

Staggering, I gripped the side of the stall.

Stupidly, I had taken a hit to the side dealing with just two A-grade hunters.

Bright red blood flowed freely, staining the supermarket floor.

I stared blankly at the blood.

"I can't protect the vice-chair like this..."

As I was thinking, suddenly a shadow loomed over me.

Looking up, there was Si-ho, whom I had been calling a demon.

"Why are you here when I told you to hide?"

"You're hurt."

"It's nothing serious. You should really..."

As I spoke, Si-ho poked her finger around the area near my side.

A twinge of pain made me furrow my brow.

"Ugh..."

"How can you say it's nothing! You're hurt like this..."

Si-ho immediately reached out her hand and wrapped it around my side.

Her pale palm was soon stained with dark blood.

"What are you doing now...?"

"The only thing I'm good at."

Her eyes sparkled like a fox's in the dark.

Soon a milky radiance began to emanate softly from her palm.

I stared blankly, mesmerized by the light.
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    A faint light spreads from Si-ho's hand.

The luminescence begins to heal the slashed wound.

But, in this dark place, if the light flickers like this...

It's like I'm advertising to the enemies that I'm here.

I have to turn off the light before the damned hunters swarm in.

"Now it's done. Stop..."

"There's still a slashed spot that hasn't healed."

"This light will get us caught!"

I couldn't help but shout.

Then, Si-ho, startled, pulled her hand away.

She clenched her own hand, her energy deflated.

I'm sorry, but it can't be helped.

Surviving comes first.

"So, if it just doesn't shine, it'll be okay?"

"Yes...?"

Si-ho hesitated for a moment, then gripped the sleeve of her white shirt.

And then, she defiantly ripped it apart.

Her white shirt turned into a sleeveless one, revealing her soft skin.

While I stared blankly at her skin.

She began to tightly wrap the long piece of cloth around my side.

Thanks to that, the gaping wound was soon firmly secured.

"There, it's done."

Si-ho treated me stubbornly, her face pouting.

And with her fox ears drooping, she walked toward the stand.

She peeked out her face, holding the corners with both hands.

With a somewhat sulky expression.

"Don't falter since I've treated you."

"..."

I bit my lips and turned my head.

Towards the direction where I could hear the wasps' footsteps.

After killing them all.

Maybe then I'll apologize.

With the wounds being numb, I felt my mind clearing.

This allowed me to quickly calculate the number of incoming foes.

At least five.

They're coming...

Those with pistols and lights attached shine them all at once on me.

They quickly noticed Si-ho's fox eyes beyond the lights.

"Rookie, take the hostage. The rest, start with Ilshim's dogs!"

One of their gun barrels aims at Ms. Si-ho.

At that sound, her fox ears sharply rise in alert.

Soon, Si-ho let go of the stand and hastily stepped back.

Not missing a beat, the youngest wasp charges at her.

I reached out my hand immediately to stop him from getting to Si-ho.

But the guy leaped with quick movements.

And in an instant, he was approaching Si-ho.

"No...!"

It was only a matter of time before Si-ho, who only knew how to buff, would be captured by an A-grade hunter.

I hurriedly turned my head to chase after the guy.

However, I was soon shocked by Si-ho's response.

The supposedly slow her had quickly distanced herself from the A-grade hunter.

With movements quick as a fox, she started to escape.

"Ms. Black Snake! Don't worry about me and just win!"

While running, she even took the time to worry about me.

The A-grade hunter stared blankly at her.

"What are you doing! Catch her quick!"

Prompted by the seniors' shouts, the junior member soon started running.

But Si-ho's figure had long disappeared into the darkness.

Thanks to that, I could breathe a sigh of relief.

Seems like her fox ears weren't just for show.

I let out a wry breath and raised my head again.

And focused on the cocky hunters in front of me.

"What... You want to take us on now?"

"Seems like you're ranker level?"

The masked men's gun barrels were focused on my head.

The red laser points targeting my forehead were quite irritating.

"Well, I am a ranker."

Bullets might bury into my head at any moment.

I fiddled with the stolen pistol, feigning nonchalance.

"It seems you're not aware, but we've hunted quite a few rankers already."

"So why don't you just willingly become hostages?"

They seemed terrified.

Trying to avoid any manpower loss at all costs.

But, what to do?

I prefer clashes over negotiations.

Originally, the vice president forbade murders in society.

But if someone torments us for unjust reasons...

He commanded to kill them mercilessly.

I raised the pistol.

And shot the fire extinguisher next to the stand.

"---!"

Startled by the sound, the wasps fired at my head in unison.

However, they couldn't see me falling.

Because their shots had spread dust all over the place.

It was dark enough, and now there was smoke too.

Their confused gun barrels began to falter.

"Don't shoot! If we spray here, we all die!"

The one who seemed to be the leader shouted.

Indeed, a good judgment.

But...

I quickly approached behind the leader.

And pressed the muzzle against his hollowed forehead.

The muzzle fit perfectly on his forehead.

Just right to fire.

"If you can't even shoot, how do you plan to beat me?"

I whispered softly into his ear.

At that moment, the leader trembled and turned his head.

And shouted.

With a desperate voice...

"This way...!"

His last will turned out to be 'this way.'

As I fired the gun, all the wasps immediately started shooting towards 'this way.'

"---!"

"---!"

"---!"

Sparks burst in various places in the darkness.

With each spark, the silhouettes of the wasps falling flashed.

And soon...

The fog-shrouded tool corner fell silent.

Harsh breathing.

The sound of coughing due to the fire extinguisher powder echoed.

The last surviving member.

He looked around frantically, his eyes bloodshot.

No matter where he looked, he couldn't see her.

The ranker with a black suit, black hair, and black eyes.

Only his colleagues, moaning in pain, were sprawled on the ground.

"Damn... where the hell are you!"

His hand on the trigger trembled.

Ready to shoot at any sign of movement.

His body, hypersensitive, desperately prayed for the fog to dissipate.

But...

Soon, he started to hear noises from behind him.

Did he think he wouldn't notice?

A big mistake.

The corners of his mouth twitched.

He turned around with a wide smile and shot wildly at the ranker he thought was approaching.

"---!"

However, his smile soon drooped helplessly.

The person he shot...

Was not the ranker, but a senior from Twin Kill.

He collapsed powerlessly with a hole in his forehead.

Shocked by the sight, the member collapsed to the ground in despair.

He had shot his own comrade...

His face filled with terror as he trembled.

And then...

Footsteps sounded from behind the fallen senior.

"How foolish."

"How could you be sure the person approaching from behind was an enemy?"

I kicked the head of his fallen senior indifferently.

"What were you going to do if it was your comrade you shot?"

The guy, already disheartened, just shook his head blankly.

I stood in front of him and explained kindly.

"Don't worry too much. Your senior was already a corpse."

"What, what do you mean...?"

He stuttered, unable to comprehend.

I smiled at him warmly.

"When I approached from behind, I used him as a shield."

"So, you did a good job catching that there was an enemy approaching from behind. It was a good prediction for a hunter."

I then aimed the muzzle at his forehead, having no more business with him.

"Of course, as a comrade, it's the worst."

"---!"

The muzzle flashed.

Soon, the last member had a hole in his forehead just like the senior he had shot.

A powerless collapse.

With that sound, the tool stand finally quieted down.

It seemed quiet near the entrance of the market too.

No more foes approaching?

The silence allowed me to gather my thoughts again.

And then I remembered someone I had forgotten.

"Right, Ms. Si-ho...!"

No matter how fast she is, she's up against an A-grade hunter.

She's in danger.

I stumbled over a body I had killed as I was about to leave.

"Ah crap... really..."

I pressed down on the corpse and ran into the darkness.

No matter how big the market is, it's a confined space.

Dairy section. Meat section.

I ran around searching everywhere like I was ransacking the place.

But no matter how much I searched, I couldn't see Si-ho or the hunter who was chasing her.

"Where the hell are they..."

I looked around desperately.

Then my gaze suddenly fell to the floor.

"This is..."

A trap made of scrap metal.

Stepping on it would surely sever a foot.

Was it set up because they couldn't catch Si-ho with speed alone?

The thought of her stepping on it and writhing in pain was dreadful.

"Damn..."

She couldn't already be dead, could she?

I carefully walked through the fish section that hadn't been searched yet.

"There are traps here too..."

I knelt down to dismantle the deadly trap.

At that moment.

From the corner where the honey almonds were stacked, the hunter suddenly emerged.

He immediately raised a dagger and swung it towards my neck.

0.5 seconds before the dagger could touch my neck.

It would take at least 1 second for me to pull out my pistol from my pocket...

I'm going to die...!

I instinctively crouched down to dodge the oncoming attack.

I dodged the first attack, but the second one was inevitable.

I immediately prepared to twist and roll my body.

But...

“---!”

As the hunter charged, a dark shadow loomed over his head.

And then, right above him...

A giant frozen tuna collided with him.

The tail of the tuna was held by a delicate hand.

I recognized that hand.

It was the same hand that had been healing me just moments ago.

"Ms. Si-ho!"

Si-ho had been hiding in the opposite dried fish corner.

She had seen the hunter spring out and immediately retaliated with the heavy weapon she had prepared.

"Now's the time!"

The hunter, struck on the head by the tuna.

He staggered, and I quickly drew my gun.

I aimed at his head and pulled the trigger.

"---!"

Steam rose from the barrel.

Soon, the last wasp fell, dropping the dagger he held, right onto the trap he had set.

A sound of something being severed burst out.

There was no need to check if he was still alive as I stared down at him.

Only when I saw his dark blood spreading across the floor could I finally relax.

"Haah..."

"Are you okay...?"

Si-ho looked down at me while holding the frozen tuna.

Where on earth did she find such a real weapon...

It was a quirky idea, typical of Ms. Si-ho.

"I'm fine."

"But I did do something, right?"

With her fox-like cunning, she half-closed her eyes and flashed a sly smile.

Her ears fluttered as if they were also in a good mood.

"Really... If you hadn't been hiding, none of this would have happened sooner."

"Hey, it's been tough running around all day! Plus, that guy set scary traps everywhere..."

I bit my lip and took her offered hand.

The fox tried to pull me up but instead stumbled into my arms.

Her plump flesh pressed against my abdomen.

She looked up at me intently while nestled against me.

"That's right, you did really well."

I absentmindedly stroked the top of her head.

I know such physical contact isn't appropriate with someone I'm supposed to guard.

But the sight of her looking up was irresistibly compelling.

Soon, Si-ho shook her head like a puppy and frowned.

Her hair became tousled, and there was something peculiar about her disheveled look.

"Stop that... my ears are sensitive..."

At her mention of sensitivity, my hand paused abruptly.

Damn...

I fully understood why the Executor unnie liked this creature.

She might be a much stronger opponent than I thought.

A sense of defeat welled up inside me, leaving a bitter taste.
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    “Team leader!”  

While waiting at the corner, the Black Snake squad rushed in.  

Each of them arrived with their weapons drawn, but all that greeted them were the already lifeless wasps.  

“What the... You guys should be protecting the vice chairman. Why are you here?”  

I frowned as I spoke.  

Even Si-ho swallowed deeply at the serious tone in my voice.  

“That’s... It was the vice chairman’s order. We had no choice.”  

“That’s right. She said she’d be fine, so she told us to go assist the team leader...”  

“She thought something might have happened since you were taking longer than expected.”  

The team members spoke in turn.  

Damn... I took too long dealing with those bastards and ended up worrying the vice chairman.  

“This side is already taken care of. We need to get back quickly!”  

We rushed toward the entrance of the mart, where the vice chairman was.  

As we ran, Si-ho asked with a worried expression.  

“Do you think the vice chairman is okay?”  

A concerned gaze.  

I found that gaze admirable, so I answered with confidence.  

“Yes, you don’t need to worry.”  

“The vice chairman is...”  

“The strongest female hunter I’ve ever met.”  

Si-ho looked at me with a puzzled expression at my confident demeanor.  

“Then, why did the vice chairman need a bodyguard in the first place?”  

“Well, the chairman is a total daughter-fool...”  

I hesitated for a moment, unsure how to answer.  

Then, I glanced toward the store entrance that had drawn closer.  

Something felt off there.  

It was as if all the air was being sucked toward the entrance.  

Riding on that strange energy, I curled up the corner of my lips.  

“The chairman needs some time to ‘warm up’ when fighting.”  

“---!”  

Our hair fluttered wildly as we ran.  

Soon, Si-ho would understand why there was no need to worry about the vice chairman.  

Because...  

「---.」  

I sent the bodyguards away.  

After all, their targets were Si-ho and me.  

The priority was protecting the weaker Si-ho.  

This side—I could handle alone.  

The loyal Black Snake team ultimately followed my orders and disappeared deeper into the mart.  

Now, at the store counter, it was just me and the Twin-Kill executives.  

And... the hostages clinging to the wall.  

Was I supposed to protect them all by myself?  

Ilshim wasn’t like the Association—we didn’t protect the entire population.  

But this was the boundary of Ilshim’s territory.  

Everyone here was my family.  

So, I had to protect them.  

Not for myself, but for the sake of the family business.  

My left hand felt empty.  

I had entrusted my family's sword, a gift from my father, to Ji-soo.  

It couldn’t be helped.  

As I scanned my surroundings, my eyes landed on a shovel leaning against the wall.  

I grabbed it.  

Then, with practiced ease, I spun it around and pointed it at the Twin-Kill members.  

The bald man, who seemed to be their leader, scoffed when he saw me holding a shovel.  

“Hah. I was wondering what kind of trick you were pulling by sending your guards away...”  

“And you plan to fight us with just that shovel?”  

He sounded like he was asking if I was serious.  

Of course, I was.  

I never let my guard down, no matter who I was fighting.  

That was the iron rule of the Ilshim family.  

“You guys are fighting me, and this is all the manpower you brought?”  

The blood in my veins burned hot.  

I focused all my strength on the shovel handle in my grip.  

Slowly, the edges of the shovel began to glow a faint red.  

“Don’t worry. We’re no longer the swarm of bugs you’ve been looking down on.”  

The squad leader raised his arm and signaled something.  

Then...  

The lined-up members all took out pills.  

And they swallowed them simultaneously.  

“...”  

Watching that scene made me feel sick.  

Because their entire atmosphere had changed.  

All it took was a single pill...  

And it was as if the blockages in their bodies had been completely blown open.  

At this rate...  

Each of them had enhanced to an A+ rank.  

Disgusting.  

Just by popping a pill, they had surpassed the level that countless hunters had shed blood and sweat to achieve.  

The leader, who had taken the drug, was at least ranker-level.  

I needed to buy time before he joined the fight.  

I had to talk my way into making him send his subordinates first.  

“You think drugging your men will be enough to defeat Ilshim?”  

“We’ll find out soon enough.”  

“Yeah? Then let me show you.”  

I tightened my grip on the shovel handle.  

Ten hunters between A and S rank.  

The shovel wasn’t fully heated yet.  

Could I hold out until then?  

“Just keep him alive. You can chop off his arms and legs if you want...”  

The squad leader’s eyes turned bloodshot.  

With his bald head, his tense nerves were disgustingly obvious.  

And that wasn’t all.  

Beyond the bee-patterned masks of his subordinates, multicolored smoke began to rise.  

“...!”  

The squad leader's eyes gleamed sharply.  

And in that instant, his subordinates vanished.  

Right shoulder.  

Left knee.  

Fast.  

But...  

This level of speed couldn’t even compare to the tip of Black Snake’s toes.  

I twisted the handle of the shovel.  

The massive metal end crushed down on the bastard’s dagger.  

No matter how much the pill had raised his overall stats—  

He couldn’t overcome the difference in equipment.  

The bastard tried to endure with his now-enhanced wrist strength.  

But in the end, he couldn’t withstand my weight-bearing attack, and his wrist twisted violently.  

As I pressed him down, my body slid along with it.  

Thanks to that, I was able to dodge the second bastard’s strike aimed at my side.  

In the meantime, the shovel darkened into a deep crimson.  

“What the hell are you doing?! She doesn’t even have bodyguards!”  

The squad leader bellowed in fury.  

His subordinates, pushed by his voice, charged at me with bloodshot eyes.  

The third one was different.  

Maybe because they had seen what happened to their comrades—  

The four hunters didn’t leave any openings and aimed for simultaneous attacks.  

It was impossible to block them all at once...  

I had no choice but to retreat.  

As I crashed into a display shelf, deadly long swords stabbed into the space around me.  

Between the embedded blades, cereal boxes tumbled to the floor.  

The first one to retrieve his sword wasted no time slashing at my neck.  

I blocked the attack head-on with my glowing red shovel.  

Then, using sheer strength, I barely managed to push them back.  

The squad leader looked at me in disbelief.  

His men, with their enhanced stats, still couldn’t take down a single woman?  

“What’s with that dumb look... In Ilshim, men and women are equal. Our strength is, too.”  

I muttered between ragged breaths.  

Four at once was definitely too much.  

In the end, the squad leader himself stepped in.  

He pulled out a small MacGyver knife, no bigger than a fist.  

Then, spinning it skillfully, he advanced toward me.  

“Yeah... Don’t just throw your men into the fire. The leader should step up.”  

The shovel had turned scorching red, as if it had been forged in lava.  

The moment I had been waiting for had finally arrived.  

And, as luck would have it, the wasps were conveniently clustered together—just right to be taken out in one swing.  

Heat waves rippled from the shovel, raising the temperature in the mart.  

I lifted the burning shovel high into the air.  

Then, like swinging a golf club, I slashed with all my might.  

“So this is why Father drilled this into me!”  

The shovel ripped through the air, hurtling toward the wasps.  

And following the trajectory of my swing—  

A colossal sword aura erupted forward.  

The wasps were sucked into the blazing storm of slashes.  

Like moths to a flame.  

“What the...!”  

The squad leader raised his arms to shield his face from the cascading inferno.  

But despite his enhanced stats, his arms turned black—  

And then...  

Disintegrated into ash.  

「---!」  

Si-ho and I returned to the mart entrance.  

And the sight that greeted us—  

Was the scorching sunlight.  

The entrance and ceiling of the mart had been completely blown away.  

The glaring sky and the parking lot were now fully visible.  

And beneath it, the Twin-Kill members lay reduced to ashes.  

It was as if they had been hit by a massive cannon.  

And above them, standing with her hood pulled over, was the vice chairman.  

“Oh, my dear daughter-in-law!”  

She smiled nonchalantly, as if nothing had happened.  

Then, fanning herself as if the heat was bothering her, she continued.  

“As expected, Black Snake did a great job protecting me~.”  

Na-hyun strolled toward us leisurely.  

But on her arms and legs… there were several cuts.  

My eyes trembled violently at the sight.  

It was because of me…  

Because of me, the vice chairman’s precious body was injured…  

I hurried to her and dropped to my knees.  

“I’m sorry, Vice Chairman… This was a failure on our security team’s part…”  

“No, no, it’s been a while since I got to stretch my body~. It was actually pretty fun~.”  

“But…”  

I looked up at her with a deeply troubled expression.  

Then, the vice chairman gazed down at me with an uncharacteristically mature look.  

“My reason for bringing you here was to protect Si-ho.”  

Her soft hand gently patted the top of my head.  

And along with that pat, she spoke.  

“And you fulfilled that duty excellently.”  

She stepped past me and approached Si-ho.  

Carefully examining her daughter-in-law for any injuries, she soon grinned in satisfaction.  

“This adorable little face is just fine! I should be giving you a raise instead!”  

“Vice Chairman…”  

My clenched fists trembled.  

I had almost failed in my duty again.  

Even though the vice chairman had gone out of her way to praise me…  

That was just her way of being considerate.  

I had to do better.  

I had to make sure this never happened again.  

“---.”  

The situation wrapped up faster than expected.  

Since the mart was covered under Ilshim’s workplace accident insurance, headquarters took care of all the damages.  

Fortunately, Si-ho personally treated the vice chairman’s wounds.  

Thanks to that, she quickly regained her energy and started beaming like a child again.  

“Well then, shall we head out? After using all that strength, I’m starving~.”  

“Yes, I’ll make you a delicious dinner when we get home.”  

Si-ho smiled brightly while holding a bag full of groceries.  

The vice chairman stole a glance at the bag and asked.  

“Say… Can I have that aged kimchi-flavored snack?”  

“Huh?”  

“I worked hard today, you know~. I think I can eat both the snacks and my daughter-in-law’s cooking~.”  

“Nope~.”  

Si-ho mimicked the vice chairman’s playful tone and firmly refused.  

The vice chairman pouted her lips in disappointment.  

It was such a familiar, family-like scene.  

Watching them, I couldn’t help but smile.  

“…Si-ho.”  

At my call, the small, mischievous fox looked up.  

Seeing those sly, fox-like eyes made me feel oddly embarrassed.  

But mustering my courage, I dared to ask.  

“U-uh… Could you give me the groceries? They must be heavy for you…”  

Si-ho blinked up at me, her expression unreadable.  

Then, half-lidding her eyes, she tilted her head slightly.  

“Well then, I’ll leave it to you~.”  

Pretending her shoulders were sore, she stretched her arms before handing me the bags politely with both hands.  

And just like that, we headed home as if nothing had happened.  

“---.”  

The sound of the door lock beeping echoed through the apartment hallway.  

I silently watched as the vice chairman and Si-ho stepped inside.  

Just before the door closed—  

A tiny hand suddenly shot out and stopped it.  

“Uh, Black Snake…”  

“Yes, what is it?”  

I answered in my usual, professional tone.  

Si-ho hesitated, gripping the doorknob shyly.  

“If you don’t mind… Would you like to stay for dinner?”  

“No, you don’t have to go out of your way for me…”  

“I tend to cook too much, you see.”  

“…”  

To be honest, I wanted to eat it.  

It might even be a chance to dine with Executor unnie…  

But I couldn’t.  

I was a bodyguard, first and foremost.  

I had to stick to my duty.  

“Other team members, you’re welcome too. I made a delicious hotpot.”  

Like the trickster she was, Si-ho began tempting the others.  

The savory, rich aroma of the hotpot leaked through the doorway.  

Even the highly trained bodyguards sniffed instinctively.  

These guys…  

I hesitated for a moment, pondering my answer.  

The sound of the elevator doors opening echoed through the hallway.  

At that sound, I instinctively turned my head—  

And there she was.  

The one I admired so much.  

Executor unnie.  

She had just gotten off work from headquarters.  

Her slightly exhausted eyes, carrying a decadent charm, were breathtaking.  

Her long, sleek black hair and ruby-like eyes were just as mesmerizing.  

As she walked down the hall, she locked eyes with me.  

“Oh, you’re still here?”  

“Yes. Now that my mission is over, I was just about to leave.”  

“I see. Nothing eventful happened today, right?”  

I froze.  

If she found out about what happened… she’d probably never let me hear the end of it.  

“Well…”  

“Nothing happened at all!”  

Si-ho cut in before I could respond.  

She grabbed Executor’s hand and tried to usher her inside.  

“The security was just excellent. I felt so safe today, you know?”  

“Really? The team did well, then.”  

The two of them gazed at each other like newlyweds, eyes brimming with warmth.  

It was a lovely sight.  

But for some reason… it left a bitter taste in my mouth.  

I turned to leave the penthouse.  

There was no place for me here.  

All I could do was watch the two of them share their happiness.  

“Ah, Black Snake.”  

“Yes?”  

Just as I was about to leave, she called out to me.  

Did she have something else to say…?  

“Since you’re already here, why don’t you join us for dinner?”  

“M-Me?”  

“Yeah. Si-ho apparently cooked too much.”  

The little fox stood between her and the door, winking mischievously.  

I could have easily refused Si-ho’s invitation.  

But when the person I admired most asked me…  

My firm resolve melted away.  

It felt like I was being accepted as part of her family.  

“Yes…!”  

Before I knew it, I blurted out my response in a loud voice.  
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    An overly soft bed.  

A high view with sunlight streaming in directly.  

When I opened my eyes, the vast Han River came into view at a glance.  

I stared blankly at the river for a moment.  

Today marked the seventh day since I had been staying at Executor’s house.  

She had an important matter at work today, so she left early at dawn.  

“Could’ve at least eaten before leaving…”  

I muttered with a stiff body.  

Then, my gaze naturally landed on the medicine placed on the desk.  

Foxification antidote.  

“I still don’t really feel any effects…”  

To be honest, I wasn’t sure if the medicine was working even after taking it.  

The fox ears just twitched as if they had become a part of me.  

“At this rate, won’t they completely take root on my head?”  

I casually downed the medicine and stretched.  

Alright, time to start the day.  

The first thing to do…  

Cleaning.  

This penthouse.  

The bigger it is, the more there is to clean.  

Just wiping the floors alone took a full hour.

By the time I spent all that time, the clock was already pointing to 7 o’clock.  

The next mission…  

Waking up the Vice President.  

Getting into her room was the first challenge.  

The moment I opened that door, the entire atmosphere of the penthouse would change.  

A musty yet fragrant scent.  

Even the air in the Vice President’s room felt heavy.  

It was like the feeling of stepping into my little sister’s room back when I was Do-hyun.  

To begin with, I never really had any illusions about women.  

Having seen my noona’s lifestyle firsthand, I knew for a fact that just because someone was a woman didn’t mean they were necessarily clean.  

If anything, they could be even messier.  

Yeah, just like what I was seeing right now.  

With narrowed eyes, I took in the sight of the Vice President’s room.  

She was wrapped up in a blanket like a cocoon, sleeping soundly.  

Blackout curtains shut tightly like the home of a child of darkness.  

Snack bags and crumbs scattered messily across the desk.  

A black plastic bag on the floor, its contents a complete mystery…  

This was just too much!  

At this point, how was this any different from Si-ho’s place when I first possessed this body?  

I let out a deep sigh and carefully approached her bed.  

Then, without hesitation, I yanked open the curtains.  

“Ugh…”  

A muffled groan came from inside the cocoon as sudden sunlight poured in.  

Where was the elite ranker from yesterday?  

All that remained was a sluggish caterpillar.  

“Vice President, it’s morning. You said you needed to wake up early for the shareholder meeting today!”  

“What time is it…?”  

Was she still half-asleep?  

She started mumbling in a dialect.  

“It’s 7 o’clock.”  

“That so…? Still got plenty of time…”  

Didn’t women usually take at least one or two hours to get ready?  

That meant she was already late.  

“You need to eat breakfast too!”  

I reached my hands into the cocoon of blankets.  

Then, I shoved my arms under her armpits to drag her out.  

“So heavy…!”  

Like a limp cat, the Vice President was dragged out of her blanket nest.  

Her initial charisma from our first meeting was long gone.  

“Come on, go wash up already!”  

“Yeah, yeah…”  

She staggered toward the bathroom like a zombie.  

Her long hair kept shedding as she walked, and it was really starting to get on my nerves.  

Following the strands with my gaze, I looked down…  

The floor was completely covered in fallen hair.  

“She’s practically a cat at this point…”  

My eyelid twitched.  

I couldn’t stand a messy environment, so I immediately started sweeping the floor like a madman.  

“---.”  

At that moment, my phone started ringing.  

Still sweeping, I balanced the phone on my shoulder.  

“Hello? Ah, Black Snake?”  

“Yes, is the Vice President still asleep? I couldn’t get through to her.”  

“Uh… She just woke up. I sent her to the bathroom, so she’ll be out soon.”  

“You must be having a rough morning.”  

Black Snake sounded like she felt bad for me.  

I just laughed it off.  

“It’s fine. Thanks to my noona, I’m used to this kind of thing… Ah, wait. Comparing the Vice President to my her would be rude, wouldn’t it?”  

I hurriedly tried to apologize.  

But then, in a tone brighter than I’d ever heard from her before, she reassured me.  

“It’s fine. It’s a fact, after all.”  

Black Snake said she would come pick her up in an hour and then hung up.  

Today, even the Vice President was going to be out.  

In the meantime, I would be under the protection of Noona and Anna during the day.  

The thought of seeing them after so long made me feel good.  

Even the ears on my head twitched excitedly.  

The entire time I was cleaning, I was in a good mood, thinking about meeting them.  

“Alright, I’m off… My dear daughter-in-law…”  

In the span of an hour, she had transformed from a homebody into a full-fledged young CEO.  

But her drowsy mumbling was still the same.  

“Yeah—don’t cuss out the shareholders or hit them.”  

“Got it, got it…”  

She staggered out into the apartment hallway.  

Through the open front door, I caught sight of Black Snake’s face.  

When our eyes met, she gave me a wink and a smile.  

I responded with a polite nod.  

“…”  

The door shut.  

Only then did I finally let out a sigh of relief.  

“Maybe I can rest for a bit now…”  

I stared blankly around the spacious penthouse.  

Then, my eyes landed on the giant flat-screen TV in the living room.  

Might as well turn it on while taking a break.  

The screen flickered to life, playing the latest trending drama.  

“Ugh, who even watches this kind of stuff?”  

I immediately changed the channel to a sports network.  

But this channel was even worse, replaying the 2002 World Cup.  

“I’ve already seen this like a hundred times…”  

I kept flipping through channels, and before I knew it, I had ended up back on…

The same trashy drama I had first turned on.  

Too exhausted to keep searching for channels, I just left it playing and collapsed onto the couch.  

“What the hell is this…?”  

Several women were clinging to a single man, fighting over him, claiming he was theirs.  

The man, with an arm caught by each woman, ultimately…  

Had his shoulder dislocated.  

“This is a complete mess.”  

I watched blankly for a moment before unexpectedly letting out a scoff.  

This might actually be entertaining…  

After sending them both off to work, I was left alone in the house.  

Until they returned, I lounged on the couch, snacking on coffee and cookies, chuckling to myself.  

「---.」  

I had left Si-ho at home and gone to work alone.  

I had wanted to dote on her as much as possible while she was staying with me…  

But lately, the world had been too chaotic to make that easy.  

By the time I got home from work every night, it was already late.  

And Si-ho would always be asleep by then.  

I had heard that foxes were nocturnal animals… But I guess Si-ho wasn’t.  

Sitting in the team leader’s office, I absentmindedly spun a pen between my fingers.  

The blank A4 paper in front of me was covered in doodles of foxes.  

Lost in thought, I was startled when my phone suddenly rang.  

“Yes, this is Team Leader Han Su-rin speaking.”  

“Noona…!”  

It was Sang-moon.  

But his voice sounded off.  

Unlike usual, he sounded incredibly urgent.  

“There’s trouble…!”  

“What is it?”  

“Our Gangdong branch, Anyang branch, and Suwon branch… They were all attacked.”  

My brows furrowed.  

Who would dare target Ilshim’s branches?  

And not just one, but three completely unrelated locations were attacked simultaneously.  

This wasn’t normal.  

“Who did it?”  

“Well…”  

Sang-moon hesitated for a moment.  

It was rare for him to be this flustered.  

“Just… some small-time hunters from the provinces.”  

“Hunters…?”  

Why would independent, unaffiliated hunters suddenly attack Ilshim…?  

No, more importantly, how did our people get taken down by guys like that?  

“I’m sorry.”  

“What’s the extent of the damage?”  

“Well… It’s serious. At least fifty people are injured, and two are in critical condition.”  

Hearing that there were seriously wounded members, I immediately stood up.  

“Which branch has the critical cases?”  

“The Anyang branch.”  

“Gather everyone there. I’ll check it out myself.”  

The entire way to Anyang, my unease grew.  

Lately, it had become common for low-level hunters to gain strength rapidly.  

The reason—those bizarre pills circulating on the market.  

A drug called Angel Tips.  

Because of it, all sorts of criminals in the provinces had been running wild.  

I had been holding back, just keeping an eye on things for now.  

But now they had crossed the line by touching my people?  

I couldn’t just let this slide.  

When I arrived in Anyang, I couldn’t help but scowl.  

Multiple sinkholes had formed in the roads.  

Ilshim’s black company cars were crumpled like scrap metal, and the ground was soaked with bloodstains.  

Sang-moon and the executives who had arrived first rushed over to me.  

They all bowed their heads in greeting.  

“You’ve arrived, Noona.”  

“So, you’re telling me that mere low-level hunters did all this?”  

“Yes… I found it hard to believe too, but after checking the CCTV footage, I’m certain.”  

Sang-moon handed me the video file he had pulled.  

Watching it made my stomach churn.  

They were thugs who barely looked B-rank at best.  

Yet, after taking some strange pill, their energy suddenly surged to an A-rank level.  

“This… This is similar to what those Counters bastards were taking.”  

“Yes. It’s not quite on the same level as their drug, but the effects are just as dangerous.”  

I put a cigarette to my lips.  

Si-ho had told me to quit, but today… There was no way I wasn’t smoking.  

“We need to find out where those pills are coming from.”  

“Fortunately, we managed to capture one of the attackers alive.”  

“Oh?”  

“But… No matter how much we interrogate him, he refuses to talk.”  

So he had a sense of loyalty, huh?  

I tapped the half-smoked cigarette against a wrecked car.  

“I’ll handle the interrogation myself.”  

I carelessly flicked the cigarette butt to the ground.  

Then, I crushed it beneath my shoe.  

Soon, my subordinates brought forth the captured attacker.  

A sack had been pulled over his head.  

When they yanked it off, a young face was revealed.  

A man who looked to be in his mid-twenties.

His eyes were bloodshot, likely due to the side effects of the drug.  

“...”  

“Where did you get that drug?”  

“You don’t need to know.”  

The bastard smirked like he was high, grinning from ear to ear.  

As if he didn’t even realize who was standing in front of him.  

“I’m not as patient as most people.  

If you want to make it out of here alive, you’d better start talking.”  

I gazed down at him coldly with my red eyes.  

But even under that stare, he kept his mouth shut.  

As if he was more afraid of someone else than he was of me.  

“Well, I guess I have no choice then.”  

I just needed to show him that I was far scarier than whoever he feared.  

I pulled an awl from my pocket.  

A tool meant for stripping flesh off corpses.  

But sometimes… it worked just as well on the living.  

“It’s going to get noisy.  

Shut his mouth.”  

“Yes, Sis!”  

Sang-moon grabbed a roll of duct tape.  

And firmly plastered it over the bastard’s lips.  

“---!”  

Muffled cries filled the interrogation room.  

But I didn’t care.  

Without hesitation, I drove the awl into his arm.  

“---!”  

His eyes bulged as if they were about to pop out.  

Of course it hurt.  

It was supposed to.  

But I wasn’t done.  

Since I liked symmetry, I made sure to stab the other arm just the same.  

“You must’ve had fun.”  

“With just one little pill, you got a bit stronger, and you thought it’d be fun to torment innocent people.”  

I whispered softly into his ear.  

The hunter writhed like he was about to die.  

“Take the tape off.”  

Sang-moon quickly ripped it away.  

The moment it was gone, the bastard started screaming hysterically, completely different from how he was earlier.  

“I can’t tell you..! If I talk, if I talk…!”  

“What happens if you talk?”  

“They said… they said I’d explode…!”  

His face twisted into a grotesque expression.  

It was the first time I had seen such a look.  

I frowned.  

“Explode?”  

Did he have some kind of self-destruct ability?  

That was a trick I used often…  

I scoffed at the unoriginality.  

Had Senator Park Shin-ae been taking inspiration from me?  

Everyone else tensed at the mention of self-destruction.  

But I remained relaxed, my eyes half-lidded.  

Then, I leaned in and whispered to the arrogant bastard who had hurt my people.  

“Then, go ahead and explode.”  

“...!”  

“You’re going to die either way.  

Whether you blow yourself up, or you rot in here under endless torture.”  

I held up the awl, now drenched in his blood.  

Then, I gently pressed it against his cheek.  

“Wouldn’t blowing up be the less painful option?”  

I never let go of anyone who hurt my family.  

Especially not the bitch who touched Si-ho.  

I would find her.  

And I would add her to my collection.
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    The back alleys of Suwon Station.  

That place had always been notorious for its poor security.  

Illegal residents and foreigners were everywhere.  

Even the Association's security team hesitated to investigate there.  

In that very place, hunters dressed in black suits appeared.  

Executor and her veteran subordinates.  

With her suit jacket draped over her shoulders, Executor flicked the ash from her cigarette indifferently.  

She moved her fingers slightly.  

At that signal, Ilshim's hunters vanished in an instant.  

Soon after, screams echoed throughout Korea's worst slum.  

Using those cries as a prelude, Executor leisurely stepped deeper into the back alley.  

She stopped in front of a butcher shop.  

Bold red Chinese characters were embedded into the storefront.  

She didn’t understand the meaning, but through the glass, she could see pink neon lights and raw meat.  

That alone was enough to recognize it as a butcher shop.  

Executor pushed open the grim-looking shop door without hesitation.  

The entrance was left open as if no one cared who walked in.  

As she stepped inside, a faint scent of grass tickled her nose.  

Following the scent, she walked deeper into the darkness.  

Eventually, Executor and her subordinates...  

Discovered the employees gambling on the second floor of the butcher shop.  

In the dim lighting, they were playing cards when the hallway suddenly brightened.  

They frowned at the sudden change.  

“What the hell? Who are you guys?”  

The butcher shop owner, with slicked-back hair and a scar on his forehead, tilted his head.  

Once the king of Suwon, he looked at Ilshim’s people as if they were funeral home employees.  

“Are you from Boram Funeral Service?”  

At his joke, the others playing cards chuckled.  

Each time their chests moved with laughter, the silver dagger in his hand gleamed.  

Executor said nothing.  

Feeling slightly awkward, the man narrowed his slit-like eyes and scanned her from head to toe.  

“So, which organization are you from?”  

“Ilshim.”  

“What, did you name your group the same because you dream of becoming like Ilshim?”  

The man shrugged as if Ilshim would never stoop to entering such a back alley.  

“Well… You do have the looks to be recruited.”  

He placed the dagger down and leisurely rested his arm on the sofa.  

Then, with an arrogant gaze, he stared at Executor’s chest.  

“As the chairman’s breeding mare, that is.”  

Sang-moon’s eyebrow twitched at those words.  

Though still in his late twenties, his face was wrinkled like a man in his forties.  

First, his noona, and now even the chairman was being insulted.  

Killing them on the spot wouldn’t be enough.  

“Calm down, Sang-moon.”  

Executor stopped the man who was about to step forward.  

With her arms crossed, she looked down at the thugs.  

“I don’t particularly like unnecessary conflict. So, I’ll get straight to the point.”  

“That pill you guys are using.”  

“Who gave it to you?”  

At her firm question, the Suwon gang members looked at Executor with an unpleasant expression.  

They weren’t frightened by her red eyes, nor did they find her suspicious.  

Instead, their gazes followed the seductive curves emphasized by her suit, swallowing hard.  

“If we tell you, will you have a real fun night with us today?”  

The gang boss smirked lecherously.  

At that smirk, Sang-moon and his subordinates’ faces twisted in disgust.  

However...  

Executor simply smiled generously, just like them.  

Then, she made a proposal of her own.  

“Sure, I’ll play with you.”  

“But only if you can even touch the hem of my clothes.”  

Executor snapped her fingers.  

A crisp sound echoed through the butcher shop.  

That sound was...  

The collars tightly gripped by her subordinates being released.  

The gang members who had taken the pills immediately sprang to their feet.  

They reached out their large hands, attempting to grab Executor.  

However, their hands never touched her.  

Instead, their faces were slammed into the filthy butcher shop floor.  

Sang-moon and his subordinates had twisted their wrists effortlessly.  

They subdued them all simultaneously, as if they had undergone elite training.  

“What the hell…”  

They had clearly taken the pills.  

All their stats had increased by more than 10.  

Yet, they didn’t even come close to the level of Ilshim’s veterans.  

And, of course, not to the hem of Executor’s clothes either.  

“Sorry, but no one can lay a hand on me.”  

Executor placed a cigarette between her lips and bent her knees.  

Then, she pressed the burning cigarette butt against the forehead of one of the subdued men.  

“Except maybe a fox.”  

“---!”  

The man screamed like a beast in agony.  

Executor looked down at him with a satisfied, queen-like expression.  

“Now, will you talk?”  

“...”  

The man averted his gaze at her question.  

His eyes shifted toward his subordinates, who were also restrained.  

“---!”  

Suddenly, he began shouting in Chinese.  

Executor’s dark brows furrowed.  

“What’s he saying?”  

“He’s telling them not to say a word, noona.”  

Standing beside her, Sang-moon answered in an intelligent tone.  

“How the hell do you know Cantonese…?”  

“Oh, our Sang-moon here used to be a Chinese ranker. Wasn’t his nickname... Vanguard?”  

“I’m embarrassed, noona… It’s a disgrace from my wandering days.”  

Sang-moon coughed awkwardly, looking embarrassed.  

In contrast, the thug’s expression twisted in shock upon hearing the name Vanguard.  

“Y-You mean Vanguard of Guangzhou?”  

“You know me?”  

“Of course I do!”  

For the first time, the thug added a respectful “yo” to his speech.  

Finally realizing the situation, he knelt down and lowered his head.  

“What the hell, Sang-moon? You really made a name for yourself in the mainland, huh?”  

“I told you, noona. The money was better when I was in China.”  

Sang-moon adjusted his collar as if he were proud.  

Executor playfully nudged his side with her elbow.  

“Then why didn’t you just live there forever? Why come back here?”  

“Noona, you saved my life. If I had stayed there, I would’ve died eventually.”  

The two of them casually chatted in the middle of the tense situation.  

Seeing this, the once-confident Suwon gangster began to tremble in fear.  

So they really were the real ‘Ilshim’...  

He was now regretting, to the point of madness, even hitting on one of their executives.  

“I-I’ll tell you anything... Just please, spare my life...”  

“See? You should’ve believed me from the start. Then you wouldn’t have gotten a hole in your forehead.”  

Executor poked the deep dent on his forehead with her finger.  

The man winced in pain, tears welling up in his eyes.  

“We... We don’t know exactly who our supplier is...”  

“Yeah, that’s what everyone says.”  

Executor seemed unsurprised and pulled out an awl.  

She had already stabbed more than ten people with it today.  

“Every time they say that, I make sure to jab them all over with this. That’s how I ended up getting this far.”  

Executor casually tossed the awl onto the floor.  

The thug stared blankly at the sharp blade, stained with blackened blood.  

“I... I don’t know who the supplier is, but we have a meeting scheduled soon!”  

“A meeting? When is it?”  

Executor slowly sat on the gang’s leather sofa.  

She elegantly crossed her legs and tapped her cigarette into the ashtray that Sang-moon held.  

“I-It’s in two days, in Ansan...”  

She half-closed her eyes and glanced at the refrigerator against the wall.  

Inside were bottles of iced tea, a popular drink in China.  

“...”  

Executor said nothing upon hearing ‘Ansan.’  

She simply waited for the thug’s next desperate offer.  

A plea he would make in order to survive.  

Having lived a life constantly teetering between life and death, the thug quickly understood what she wanted.  

He clenched his fists and shouted toward Executor.  

“I’ll take you there! I’ll guide you to the meeting with the supplier...!”  

“Of course you will.”  

But Executor wasn’t satisfied with just that.  

She merely stared at him with her half-lidded crimson eyes.  

For the first time, true fear seeped into the thug’s expression.  

He hurriedly bowed his head and swore.  

“I-I swear I won’t tell the supplier about today...!”  

“Yeah, I’m sure you know very well what happens to those who betray Ilshim in this business.”  

His bowed head trembled violently.  

A shudder of relief ran through him, realizing he had survived.  

But...  

There was still one final ordeal left for him.  

A shadow loomed over his bowed head.  

That shadow belonged to Sang-moon’s large hand.  

“Phone.”  

“H-Huh...?”  

“Give me your damn phone.”  

The thug, still dazed, handed his phone over to Sang-moon.  

But the moment he did, Sang-moon immediately slammed it against his head with a scowl.  

“Unlock the pattern, you bastard.”  

The thug clutched his throbbing forehead, groaning in pain.  

With trembling hands, he began to unlock the pattern.  

He was shaking so much that he got it wrong five times before getting it right.  

“B-But why do you need...”  

He muttered like a naive family man.  

In response, Sang-moon started scrolling through his contact list.  

“A wife. 010-xxxx-xxxx. A daughter. 010...”  

He began reading out the numbers of the thug’s family.  

Each digit recited felt like an awl stabbing straight into his chest.  

“Track all these locations.”  

Sang-moon passed the written numbers to one of his subordinates.  

The thug’s pupils shook wildly in horror.  

“Oh, don’t worry too much. It’s just collateral.”  

Executor twitched her fingers holding the cigarette.  

One of the subordinates went to the fridge and pulled out an iced tea.  

“As long as the meeting with the supplier goes smoothly, we’ll delete everything right away.”  

Executor spoke in a gentle voice before taking a sip of the drink.  

A sweet peach fragrance filled her mouth.  

“Of course! Of course! I’ll make sure everything goes perfectly when you meet them...”  

“...”  

Executor didn’t respond.  

She simply stared at the ingredient list on the bottle she was drinking.  

“This is pretty good.”  

“Huh? Y-Yes...?”

He had struggled desperately to survive, yet Ilshim’s female executive was more interested in reading the ingredients of her drink.  

Soon, she looked down at him with an expressionless face.  

“This popular in Guangdong?”  

“Y-Yes... It’s very popular.”  

“Kids like it too?”  

“Yes... Even my daughter drinks it often...”  

Executor’s red eyes fixated on the dark brown liquid.  

As if she suddenly recalled the iced tea Anna had given to Si-ho.  

“She drank it so happily when Anna gave it to her...”  

Soon, she rose from the sofa.  

Before leaving, she assigned an important task to the thug.  

“Pack up all of that.”  

“Huh...?”  

The thug looked bewildered, completely caught off guard by her command.  

But Ilshim’s executives disliked repeating themselves.  

Without another word, Executor left, leaving only her subordinates behind.  

“You deaf or what? Pack up everything you’ve got!”  

The subordinates immediately began kicking the restrained thugs.  

Groaning in pain, they hurriedly muttered their agreement.  

**Tuesday, next week…**  

On her way home.  

Executor leisurely walked down the apartment hallway, carrying bags full of iced tea.  

Her mind was cluttered.  

Maybe because she was exhausted, her steps were unsteady.  

The scattered faction threatening Ilshim.  

And the schemes orchestrated by Park Shin-ae.  

Individually, they weren’t powerful.  

But they swarmed like an army of ants.  

If they ever united, they could grow into a massive force.  

Eventually, they would threaten Ilshim.  

She came to a stop in front of her apartment door.  

A certain woman inside came to mind.  

If Ilshim wavered...  

Si-ho would be in danger too.  

The bag of iced tea she had been gripping felt heavier.  

She gently patted her aching shoulder.  

“---.”  

She unlocked the door.  

As it creaked open, the scent of a delicious dinner wafted through the gap.  

Footsteps soon came pattering from the kitchen.  

Hearing that cheerful sound, the bitterness on her face melted into a smile.  

At last, a small girl with fox-like ears appeared.  

She was even wearing an apron, greeting Executor with a bright smile.  

“You’re back?”  

Out of breath from running, she was still holding a ladle in her hand.  

Executor found herself staring blankly at her, almost entranced.  

“Why are you looking at me like that? Come inside alre—”  

Before she could finish her sentence.  

Executor leaned into Si-ho’s embrace, her strength giving out.  

And, like a child whining, she murmured.  

“Work was hard today...”  

Si-ho was momentarily startled.  

But then, she chuckled softly and wrapped her arms tightly around Executor.  

“You worked hard today.”  

The little fox patted her back.  

And with each gentle pat, the bags of iced tea rustled in Executor’s hands. 

  
    Chapter 130 Miho 1

    The promised day.  

All veteran hunters of Ilshim gathered in Ansan.  

There was only one reason.  

To capture the one who spread the mysterious drug, Angel Tip, across the Korean Peninsula.  

Everyone disguised themselves as ordinary citizens and infiltrated a Chinese restaurant.  

Some as customers, others as delivery workers waiting for orders.  

At the center of the staged gathering was Suwon gangster, Lee Chi-woon.  

He held onto his trembling body as he waited for his target.  

“...”  

Before he knew it, it was 2 PM—the appointed time.  

But…  

No matter how long he waited, the supplier did not appear.  

Not a single customer entered the Chinese restaurant.  

From the empty space, Executor anxiously observed through the CCTV.  

To the point where she craved a cigarette out of sheer frustration.  

But she clenched her fingers, forcing herself to resist the urge.  

Then, suddenly, her grinding fangs came to an abrupt stop.  

“Team leader, this is delivery. I’m the deliveryman.”  

A disguised operative sent the signal.  

He reported in a calm voice.  

"The target is approaching."  

At that signal, everyone waiting in the kitchen held their breath.  

And they all stared intently at the man entering the shop through the CCTV.  

Baggy jeans.  

A tattered T-shirt with a roughly thrown-on hiking jacket.  

And black sunglasses covering his eyes.  

At that sight, the Suwon gangster nodded toward the CCTV.  

A signal confirming that this was indeed the target.  

The best operatives in Korea gripped their daggers tightly, watching as the man approached the counter.  

Their eyes were fierce, as if they would pounce at any moment.  

“...”  

The man stopped in front of the counter clerk.  

Then, for a moment, he did nothing at all.  

“What’s this? Did he notice something?”  

Sang-moon muttered with a serious expression.  

At that, Executor raised her hand, ready to give the signal.  

"If he notices and tries to escape, we strike immediately."  

The man blankly stared at the menu.  

Then, as if something didn’t sit right with him, he tilted his head.  

Seeing this, Executor's hand prepared to point at him at any moment.  

At that moment, only silence filled the restaurant.  

“...”  

The man raised his finger.  

And finally…  

He spoke.  

“Do you do takeout for a small tangsuyuk?”  

Executor’s brows furrowed at the unexpected words.  

She wasn’t the only one.  

Even the Suwon gangster had a baffled expression at his strange question.  

“What the hell is that?”  

“It seems to be a code in case he was detected.”  

“So, he’s also suspicious of the situation?”  

“Most likely… That’s what it looks like.”  

Executor took a deep breath.  

Then, as if she had made a decision, she lowered her hand.  

“Take him.”  

The subordinates in Hawaiian shirts quietly slipped out through the restaurant’s back door.  

Then, slowly, very discreetly, they approached the entrance.  

“Yes, we do takeout for small tangsuyuk.”  

“Then I’ll take one small tangsuyuk and two jajangmyeon to go. Pour the sauce on top, please.”  

“Pour the sauce…?”  

The clerk glanced at the silhouettes of the men visible through the glass and muttered.  

At that, the target asked again, puzzled.  

“Why...? Can’t you pour it…?”  

He could not finish his sentence.  

Because before he could, the restaurant door was shattered.  

The moment he turned his head at the deafening crash—  

He was already pinned to the ground by veteran hunters.  

“Got him!”  

His sunglasses, once firmly on his face, were now completely crushed.  

He was rendered speechless, overcome by the pain.  

Executor and Sang-moon, witnessing this, rushed out from the kitchen.  

They glared down at the target, who was pathetically sprawled on the floor.  

“So we finally meet. The infamous drug dealer.”  

The man trembled, fear flickering in his red eyes.  

He stammered as he looked up at Executor.  

“W-why are you doing this to me?”  

“Nice acting. Counters must have some solid training in deception.”  

She pressed her sharp heel against the target’s back.  

Her black skirt tightened as a result.  

The man howled in agony.  

The gangster, hearing his cries, straightened his posture.  

Then, cautiously, he approached the target.  

But…  

“W-wait a second…”  

The closer he got, the more severe his expression became.  

And the moment he got a clear look at the target’s face—  

He shook his head in disbelief.  

“T-this guy… He’s not the one!”  

“What?”  

The moment the gangster spoke, every Ilshim hunter’s face contorted.  

Especially Executor’s.  

She immediately grabbed the target by the collar.  

The man, forcibly lifted, wore an expression of pure injustice.  

Tears and snot were already streaming down his face.  

“S-sorry… I won’t ask for the sauce to be poured… Please, spare me…”  

With his sunglasses removed, he looked nothing more than an average guy in his twenties.  

“What the hell are you?”  

“I-I don’t know… Some guy told me if I went into the restaurant dressed like this… He’d pay for my lunch…”  

They had been deceived.  

The enemy anticipated the ambush and sent bait first.  

“Search the entire area! He’s still nearby!”  

“Yes, noona!”  

Men in suits poured out from the kitchen.  

At the sight, the fake target's pants grew visibly damp.  

“I swear I won’t ask for the sauce to be poured next time… I’ll always dip it… Please…”  

Executor let out a deep sigh.  

Then, she slowly set the man back down onto the floor.  

“Do you remember the face of the person who offered you lunch money?”  

“No… He was wearing a mask…”  

As expected.  

Executor clicked her tongue and turned to the gangster.  

Under her piercing gaze, Lee Chi-woon immediately lowered his head.  

But lowering his head was not enough to quell Executor’s anger.  

She spoke to him with eyes as sharp as blades.  

“There’s no choice. We lost him…”  

“I-I'm sorry… Where could the leak have come from…”  

“It’s fine. It’s not like you would’ve been the one who reported it, right?”  

“Of course not! How could I ever deceive Ilshim?”  

The man, still lying flat on the ground, trembled uncontrollably.  

At the sight, the fake target also knelt down obediently.  

“Then, that means you’re useless to us now, right?”  

“H-huh…?”  

Executor’s voice was firm.  

Hearing it, the gangster lifted his head in shock.  

And the face he saw—  

Was both breathtakingly beautiful and lethally terrifying.  

“Useless things must die.”  

Executor called for Sang-moon.  

Then, she whispered to him in a low voice.  

“Kill all the family members listed in his contacts.”  

“N-no! I still have more to tell! Please!”  

The man clung to Executor’s leg.  

Gripping onto her black stockings, he screamed desperately.  

“I know where he frequents! If you ambush him there, you’ll definitely find him!”  

“Why are you only saying this now?”  

“The meeting today was a sure thing, so I thought you’d catch him easily… I swear…”  

Exhausted, his hoarse voice trailed off.  

Satisfied with his desperation, Executor kicked him away without a second thought.  

“Speak. Where is it?”  

“The place is…”  

「---.」  

“Yongin International Village.”  

Executor spoke with a weary expression as she sat in the Ilshim headquarters café.  

Seated at the table with her were Anna, Ji-soo, and me.  

“International Village… all of a sudden?”  

Anna frowned and asked again.  

Ji-soo and I, in contrast, simply listened quietly.  

“Yeah, it’s strange, right? Even I was baffled when I heard it on-site.”  

“Where exactly is that?”  

Anna, unfamiliar with Korean geography, looked puzzled.  

I stepped in to explain.  

“It’s a tourist attraction in Yongin.”  

Though, calling it a tourist spot now felt like a stretch.  

After the Gate incident, refugees from Japan had settled there.  

One side was filled with traditional Japanese houses and festivals.  

The other side had Korean hanok and various cultural events.  

“It’s a popular spot since you can experience both cultures at once.”  

I perked my fox ears up confidently.  

Ji-soo, listening calmly, reached out and began to knead my ears like a piece of sujebi dough.  

“But lately, there are a lot of red-light districts, so it’s dangerous to walk around alone.”  

“Don’t worry about that. Ilshim runs a lot of the establishments there.”  

Executor muttered, gnawing on her finger instead of smoking a cigarette.  

Then, she stared blankly at the bite marks on her fingers.  

“Apparently, after every deal, that bastard enjoys himself there. He blows through the money he steals right away.”  

“But knowing Ilshim is after him, would he really go there? He might disappear again.”  

Anna grabbed one of my ears too.  

Then, along with Ji-soo, she fiddled with them while speaking.  

“We don’t know yet. Even after getting into fights with other groups over the drugs, he still kept going to International Village.”  

“What a lunatic.”  

“You’re not exactly one to talk.”  

Executor left that remark behind as she stood up from her seat.  

Between the two people who had taken over both of my ears, a hand suddenly reached in and began pinching my cheek.  

“Uh… Do you all really have time for this?”  

I mumbled, my stretched cheeks distorting my voice.  

The women responded one after another.  

“They’re fun to touch.”  

“Agreed.”  

“It’s strangely soothing…”  

Sensing that the atmosphere was taking a weird turn, I shook my face from side to side.  

That managed to shake off all the hands bothering me.  

“Alright, so. What’s the plan now?”  

“We infiltrate International Village.”  

Executor crossed her arms and spoke firmly.  

Just thinking about another infiltration seemed to drain her energy.  

“You’re sitting this one out.”  

Anna said sternly to Executor.  

Executor shot the pale woman a sharp glare.  

“And why’s that?”  

“Your face is already too well-known. It makes more sense for me to do it.”  

“Oh, please. You think you can ‘infiltrate’ with that face?”  

Executor scoffed as she looked Anna up and down.  

White hair, white eyes, porcelain skin.  

She was the furthest thing from someone who could blend into a crowd.  

Honestly, I had to agree.  

Even back when she dyed her hair black to blend in at a supermarket, her model-like physique made her stand out like a celebrity.  

“Then should I do it instead?”  

Ji-soo hesitantly raised her hand, glancing between the two.  

Both rankers immediately turned to look at her.  

Soft, long brown hair.  

Warm golden eyes.  

A naturally elegant figure and a gentle impression.  

Even just standing there, she had the aura of a drama’s leading lady.  

“...”  

The two rankers were clearly annoyed but had to admit it.  

They might have been more conventionally attractive, but Ji-soo had a friendlier, more approachable presence.  

Seeing them accept it so easily gave me courage.  

This was my chance to finally be useful to them.  

“Alright, I’ll do it too!”  

I stood up confidently and declared.  

But the two rankers immediately shouted in unison.  

“No way!”  

“Why…? I’m pretty good at this too…”  

Their synchronized outburst startled me.  

Even my fox ears twitched in shock, making me sink back into my seat.  

“It's just…”  

Maybe because they had shouted without thinking, the two hesitated to come up with a proper excuse.  

“You still have Park Shin-ae’s mark on you. What if she suddenly gives you an order?”  

Executor tried to reason with me.  

Anna nodded fervently in agreement.  

“I can resist with Angelic Hand! And all the Counters members who knew my face are dead!”  

Except for Misha, of course.  

She was sound asleep in the hospital.  

“Besides, wouldn’t having more people undercover make it easier to gather information?”  

“This isn’t some child’s game. Even professionals struggle with this…”  

Executor shook her head with her arms crossed.  

I frowned at her.  

How long was I supposed to just sit back and receive help?  

I stepped closer to her.  

Then, I gently placed a hand on her shoulder.  

“I want to help too…”  

“What if something happens again, like last time?”  

She looked me straight in the eyes.  

I met her gaze head-on, my fox-like pupils narrowing.  

“This mission is my responsibility more than anyone else's. It’s my power being misused, so it’s my chance to set things right!”  

Executor’s red eyes wavered at my words.  

But she quickly suppressed it and responded firmly.  

“Even so…”  

“I used to work as a bar server! I’m completely experienced!”  

I jumped up and grabbed a café tray.  

Then, I skillfully balanced it, mimicking the movements of a seasoned waiter.  

Ji-soo snickered at my determined effort.  

“Haah… Fine. But…”  

Executor finally let out a long sigh.  

Then, narrowing her eyes, she said—  

“You have to wear the store uniform.”  

  
    Chapter 131 Miho 2

    Ilhwa Tavern.

It was the most Korean-style tavern in Yongin International Village.

This place was so dedicated to its concept that all the staff wore hanbok.

Thanks to that, tourists visiting the International Village consider Ilhwa Tavern for Korean aesthetics and Hikata Hotel for Japanese aesthetics as must-visit spots.

So, Anna and Executor took Hikata.

Ji-soo noona and I took Ilhwa Tavern.

"Is this a Korean folk village…?"

Perhaps it was because the sky had darkened.

Before I knew it, the street called the marketplace in the folk village began to light up with soft lanterns.

Aside from the tourists, most of the people on the street wore traditional attire.

Their colorful and rustic clothing caught my eye.

"Wow…"

Especially the warriors dressed in black robes, complete with swords.

Even as a man, the outfit of a Joseon swordsman looked incredibly cool.

Just then, their steps led them toward Ilhwa Tavern, where we planned to infiltrate as employees.

Thanks to that, I could admire their impressive figures as I leisurely followed them inside.

Crossing through the grand wooden gate,

A spacious courtyard bathed in moonlight unfolded before me.

Elegant pavilions surrounded the courtyard.

On top of the pavilions, tourists who had already secured their seats were enjoying drinks and food.

Among them, the swordsmen I had just been staring at sat at one of the tables.

"Si-ho."

"Y-Yes…?"  

As I blankly stared at the swordsmen, noona called out to me.

Following her gaze, I saw a woman who appeared to be the owner of the tavern.

Indeed, the madam was dressed in an elegant hanbok, resembling a beautiful courtesan of Joseon.

"You’re the ones from Ilshim, correct?"

"Yes, we’re in charge of the infiltration tonight."

Noona spoke while wrapping an arm around my shoulder.

At that, the woman gave a graceful smile and bowed elegantly.

"I am the madam of Ilhwa, Seol-hee. Of course, that’s just an alias."

"I heard that, since this is an infiltration, you’ll need to blend in as much as possible as our employees."

"So, you must follow the rules and dress code of our establishment."

She gestured for us to follow her.

Before I knew it, I was stepping into Ilhwa Tavern’s inner quarters alongside noona.

As soon as we entered, a hazy floral scent gently filled the air.

I sniffed, taking in the fragrance.

"Now, while working here, you must always use historical drama speech."

"Historical drama speech…?"

We all made dumbfounded expressions at the same time.

In response, the madam’s gaze suddenly sharpened.

She instantly transformed into the commanding presence of a true tavern owner.

"So, it’s you. The new ones who have joined the courtesan house today."

"Uh… Yes…?"

"Normally, you’d need weeks of training, but since we’re short on staff, we have no choice."

With her hands folded behind her back, she began acting like a genuine Joseon-era noble.

She tapped our shoulders lightly with her fan.

"After a short lesson, you’ll be put straight to work."

The madam clapped her hands.

Immediately, the employees who had been waiting outside entered the quarters.

Of course, they weren’t actual courtesans—they were just part-time workers.

All of them were dressed in exquisitely beautiful fusion hanbok.

However, seeing them dressed like that only made me more anxious.

Because it meant I’d have to wear the same outfit.

"Uh, um… Madam?"

"Ah-ah, address me as 'Bangju-nim.'"

"Do I… have to wear that kind of hanbok too?"

At my question, Bangju-nim tilted her head.

She had an expression that seemed to say, *Are you seriously asking that?*

"Isn’t it obvious?"

"Can’t I wear something like the swordsmen’s attire instead…?"

Mustered up some courage, I carefully raised a finger and pointed toward the swordsmen sitting in the pavilion beyond the window.

"What kind of swordsman serves drinks in a courtesan house?"

*Why not?*

I wanted to say that.

But before I could, two part-timers were already standing behind me.

Wait, this situation… felt oddly familiar.

A chill ran down my spine.

It felt like some bad memory was creeping up on me.

"Si-ho, this looks fun, right?"

Noona, completely oblivious to my inner turmoil, simply beamed.

Her expression practically screamed that she’d always wanted to try wearing a hanbok.

Of course, I wanted to see noona in hanbok.

She would look… absolutely, unbelievably stunning.

But that didn’t mean I wanted to wear one too!

"You look like you haven’t even reached your prime yet."

By *prime*, she probably meant twenty, the age of adulthood.

Did she think I was a kid?

"I’m twenty-two, actually."

At my response, Bangju-nim and several other courtesans gave me skeptical looks.

"You still have such a youthful face, though…"

Bangju-nim murmured, staring down at me.

Then, suddenly, she began observing my body line.

After a moment, she nodded.

"How mischievous… So very mischievous."

She particularly kept glancing between the fox ears on my head and my chest.

Then, finally, her gaze settled on my hips.

"Despite your young age, you give off quite an… indecent atmosphere."

"Huh…?"

"It’s decided. Your concept."

The madam’s eyes gleamed.

The two attendants tapped my shoulders and gestured for me to follow.

"W-Wait a second! What about Ji-soo unnie?" 


"This child has passed her prime, so she will be dressed separately. You, follow them."

The part-timers forcibly lifted me up.

Feeling a chill at their touch, I quickly stood up on my own and spoke.

"I’ll follow on my own. Being dragged around doesn’t feel great..."

"Si-ho! See you later!"

Unlike my nervous self, noona looked delighted.

As if she was here just for a hanbok experience.

"Yeah..."

Well... there’s no need to think negatively.

If I really think about it, my body isn’t suited for a swordsman’s attire anyway.

I should just consider this as trying on a woman’s hanbok.

I followed them into a room.

The employees dramatically opened a massive wardrobe.

And inside...

There were countless extravagant outfits and accessories.

Oni horns, fake eyes, animal tails...

Wait a second, some of these are definitely weird…!

"Uh... Do I just pick one and wear it?"

"No. We’ll dress you according to the concept the boss decided."

Compared to the madam, who was fully immersed in her roleplay, the staff seemed normal.

Their speech was modern, and their expressions were kind.

"What’s the concept?"

"You’ll find out once you wear it."

With their response, I could feel their insanity creeping in.

Because, just like the madam, they were completely dedicated to the theme.

"W-Wait a second… Why are you trying to undress me?"

"And those accessories… Where exactly are you planning to put them?"

I frantically questioned the approaching staff.

But their eyes were already locked onto my fox ears.

"If you stay still, we’ll take care of everything."

"That’s right, it’ll definitely suit you perfectly…"

Their gazes were completely unhinged!

I tried to run away, somehow.

But before I could escape, their hands had already grabbed hold of me.

「---.」

"Truly exquisite."

Madam Bangju nodded in satisfaction.

Ji-soo examined her face in a small hand mirror.

A refined and beautiful visage.

Her long brown hair was neatly combed back, revealing her forehead.

Anyone would mistake her for a noble lady of marriageable age.

"You seem more fitting as a noble's daughter rather than a courtesan."

"Thank you for the compliment."

Ji-soo stood gracefully on the wooden porch.

Her elegant navy skirt and white jeogori came fully into view.

"Si-ho is taking a while..."

"That child is getting additional makeup done, so it will take some time."

"I see..."

Makeup, huh... That makes me even more curious.

With such a charming face, Si-ho was bound to look stunning in a hanbok.

There was something about that child...

Even when standing still, Si-ho had an inexplicable allure that drew people in.

Ji-soo quickly shook off those thoughts.

Instead, she focused on serving and maintaining her disguise while waiting for Si-ho.

She started with calm and graceful tiptoeing.

Ensuring that, when carrying a tray, her body remained perfectly steady.

"Order here!"

The men dressed in swordsman attire called out in booming voices.

Ji-soo gracefully walked towards the pavilion to take their order.

"Braised short ribs… and cheongju…"

She wrote the menu down on the hanji paper she had prepared.

Even the pen was a wooden brush—no wonder this tavern was the most popular in the folk village.

As she jotted down the order, she suddenly felt a gaze on her.

Ji-soo subtly glanced up to find the source.

It was the swordsmen.

Among the courtesans, Ji-soo stood out as particularly beautiful, and they were secretly admiring her.

Noticing their stares, Ji-soo smirked slightly and straightened her posture.

She turned to leave, holding the order slip.

But…

"Please take our order too."

Several other men also wanted to place their orders with her.

They all waved eagerly in her direction.

Overwhelmed by their simultaneous calls, Ji-soo hesitated.  

The madam smiled gently and took the men's orders in Ji-soo’s place.

"I’ll take your orders myself. What would you like to order?"

"Ah, well… We were hoping someone else would take our order…"

"Being able to place an order directly with the Bangju is a *great privilege*, my lord."

Fortunately, the skilled employees moved swiftly to ease Ji-soo’s burden.

Thanks to them, she could finally breathe a sigh of relief.

Thus began the undercover infiltration.

She moved busily, but at one point, she suddenly stopped in her tracks.

Steam rose from the braised short ribs she was holding, but she paid no attention to it.

Because… everyone, including the men and even the women, had their eyes fixed on one person.

Ji-soo instinctively turned to follow their gazes.

And then…

She saw a woman dressed in a white *sobok*.

Her long black hair was elegantly braided to one side.

Fox-like fur markings were drawn across her cheeks.

Her fox ears were perked up stiffly, as if she were nervous.

And behind her skirt, a fluffy tail shyly peeked out.

It was me, dressed as a gumiho.

"Haa…"

I leaned against a wooden pillar, one arm wrapped around myself in embarrassment.

My long braid cascaded down to my chest.

I had wanted to show off a cool swordsman outfit in front of noona…

But what the hell was this?

Half-closing my eyes, I blankly stared into the distance.

"Si-ho!"

Unaware of my turmoil, noona approached excitedly.

Her voice was full of curiosity as she asked,

"This is a gumiho concept, right?"

"Yeah… apparently."

Ji-soo circled around me in fascination.

Then, she suddenly spotted the silver tuft of fur peeking out from beneath my skirt.

"The fox ears were always there… but this thing sticking out below… is it a tail?"

"Yeah…"

"It’s cute."

She knelt down and stared intently under my skirt.

Then, she reached out and tried to touch the silver tail.

She looked just like a curious little noble child.

"How did they attach this…?"

Ji-soo mumbled without thinking and then quickly clapped a hand over her mouth.

Realizing what she had just implied, my face flushed red.

I hastily smoothed down my skirt and spun away.

"I-It’s detachable, okay?! What the hell are you thinking?!"

"I-I wasn’t thinking anything! Really!"

Understanding my implication, her face turned just as red as mine.

She frantically waved her hands to reassure me.

Maybe because I was too embarrassed,

I fidgeted with the ribbon on my *jeogori*, which was covering my chest.

"It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? Like something straight out of a fantasy novel…"

"No, it’s really beautiful. I almost got enchanted."

Hearing that, my fox ears twitched.

To hide it, I quickly covered both ears with my hands.

"H-Hypnotized, my ass!"

"Let’s just get to work! We didn’t come here for a hanbok experience!"

I hurriedly walked past her, grabbing a menu to take orders.

"It’s fine, there are plenty of staff here. We don’t have much to do."

Ji-soo tried to reassure me nonchalantly.

But the moment I stepped into the courtyard, her words became meaningless.

"Order here!"

"Over here too!"

"Hey, let the fox lady take our order!"

They were outright calling for me now.

The overwhelming attention made my head spin.

I decided to start with the first table that called me.

But because of my awkward outfit, I tripped and stumbled, causing a mess.

"Ugh…"

Ji-soo noona only got called by the men.

So why was *everyone* calling for me?!

I sniffled in frustration.

Damn it… And why was this skirt so tight?!  

  
    Chapter 132 Miho 3

    "Um, Miss Gumiho!"  

"M-Me...?"  

I had already been stopped by customers dozens of times while serving.  

This time, a girl who looked like a high school student called out to me.  

She was dressed beautifully in a pink hanbok.  

With her head lowered in shyness, she made a request.  

"Could we take a picture together...?"  

"Ah... That is..."  

I glanced at Madam for confirmation.  

She responded with a smile and gave me an okay sign.  

"Alright. How would you like to take it?"  

"Like this!"  

The girl pressed close to me and held up her phone.  

In the selfie camera, our faces appeared side by side.  

Then, she muttered in awe.  

"Wow, your face is so small..."  

After being the one to ask for a picture, the girl suddenly looked deflated.  

I found her reaction strange, so I narrowed my eyes slightly and whispered.  

"You're pretty too."  

"---!"  

Her face turned bright red at those words.  

"A-A moment, please..."  

She mumbled and covered her face with both hands.  

She even lowered her head completely, leaving me bewildered.  

What the...  

Did I say something wrong?  

"Can I post this on Instagram...?"  

"Yes, of course."  

"Thank you!"  

She bowed with an excited voice.  

As she did, her lifted jeogori revealed the white t-shirt she was wearing underneath.  

#Gumiho spotted at International Village Tavern.  

Maybe it was because of the picture I took with the high school girl.  

After that, several other high school girls who saw the post on Instagram started asking me for selfies.  

"You're so cute!"  

"How did you attach the ears? They look like they're really moving!"  

"Can I get your contact info, Unnie?"  

Some came dressed elegantly in hanbok.  

Others, tourists, arrived in casual or even risqué outfits.  

All of them showered me with attention.  

If only I had received this kind of interest when I was a man.  

But now that I'm a woman, it just feels... odd.  

"Thank you..."  

"The ears appeared because of an illness. I'm taking medicine, so they'll go away soon."  

"Sorry, but I can't give out my contact info..."  

Meanwhile, the men simply sat in the pavilion, watching me in silence.  

Occasionally, some chubby guys approached, holding fancy cameras, asking for photos.  

But after snapping their pictures, they left without ordering any food.  

The only time the male customers paid me any attention was when I approached them first.  

If I got too close, they would quickly look away.  

If we accidentally made eye contact, they would lower their heads shyly and greet me.  

Sometimes, I could hear murmured exclamations like "Wow..."  

Was my appearance that overwhelming...?  

I guess men and women really do have different standards of beauty.  

Just then, Madam called me over to the wooden veranda.  

She leaned in, about to whisper into my human ear, but then slowly redirected her voice toward my fox ears instead.  

"From now on, you are not to serve tables anymore."  

"Huh...? Then what should I do?"  

"Just wander around the tavern and wait. When a target appears, take their order personally."  

Why did I need to do that?  

Ji-soo noona was much prettier and more cheerful than me...  

"Alright."  

For now, I obediently agreed.  

Then, I leisurely strolled between the courtyard and the pavilion, enjoying the night air.  

Whenever I made eye contact with a customer, they would spit out their drink and stare blankly.  

Since I had nothing in particular to say, I simply responded with a gentle smile.  

As time passed...  

Before I knew it, it was already 9 PM.  

It was about time for the tourists to start heading back.  

At that moment, someone stepped through the tavern's front gate.  

The atmosphere in the tavern subtly shifted.  

No way...?  

Sure enough, Madam signaled to me.  

The target had arrived.  

They really came?  

I thought they wouldn’t, since they were usually stationed in Hakata, Japan!  

It must have been the incident earlier today that changed their plans.  

I quickly exchanged glances with Ji-soo noona.  

Following Madam’s orders, I was to take his order.  

Noona left her seat to contact Anna and Executor.  

I smoothed out my white hanbok, which clung tightly to my body.  

Then, adjusting my voice, I made my way toward the pavilion where the target was seated.  

The moonlight illuminated his face clearly.  

Thanks to that, I could get a good look at him.  

He wasn’t even wearing sunglasses—there was no doubt.  

A man in his early thirties with curly hair.  

Park Shin-ae’s pill distributor.  

I gazed down at him as he sat there.  

He stared blankly at my figure, illuminated by the moonlight.  

"Aren’t you going to take my order?"  

The man finally snapped out of it and spoke to me.  

But his gaze remained fixed on my silhouette, visible through my thin hanbok in the moonlight.  

"Yes... What would you like to order, sir?"  

I spoke softly, maintaining a historical drama tone as I had been taught.  

Then, carefully, I sat gracefully beside him.  

"Recommend something clean and smooth."  

His voice was slightly slurred—he must have already had a drink or two before coming here.  

Most likely, this place was just a second or third stop for him.  

That’s a problem...  

He shouldn’t be here for just a short stay—he needed to linger for a long time.  

I glanced at Madam with a troubled expression.  

She gestured for me to charm him into staying longer.  

I have no talent for that...  

What should I do... Damn it. I've never done anything like this before...!  

I placed my hands neatly over my chest.  

Then, steadying my voice, I pointed at the menu.  

"It would be a shame if you left too soon after coming all this way..."  

I gazed up at him with soft eyes.  

The night breeze tousled my bangs.  

I gently tucked my hair behind my ear and spoke in a hushed voice.  

The gesture made my long, narrow pupils stand out even more.  

"Why not stay a little longer with me?"  

"..."  

The man swallowed hard.  

His eyes locked onto my fox ears, standing tall.  

While he was mesmerized, I discreetly jotted down an order for a thick, heavy drink and a plate of meat.  

Something that would take as long as possible to prepare...  

"Please wait a moment. I’ll go deliver your order."  

I rose calmly and walked toward the kitchen.  

But I accidentally slipped out of my historical drama tone.  

My heart sank as I realized I had broken character.  

Hurriedly, I turned the corner and exhaled sharply.  

"Haa..."  

"How did it go?"  

Ji-soo noona, hiding in the corner, asked urgently.  

I clenched my fists in excitement.  

"I ordered something that takes a long time to prepare...!"  

"Nice work! The others will be here soon, so just hold out a little longer. We’re better at this than we thought, huh?"  

"Seriously! Maybe I should switch to acting after this!"  

Excited, we grabbed each other’s hands and shook them energetically.  

Then, realizing how close our faces had gotten, I awkwardly let go.  

"U-um, I’ll go keep him company for now."  

I was feeling a bit more confident.  

This was easier than I expected.  

"Yeah, just hold on a little longer!"  

I quickly steadied my expression, making it serious once more.  

Then, holding onto the hem of my skirt to prevent myself from tripping, I carefully stepped up onto the pavilion.  

"The food will be out soon, sir."  

"I see."  

"In the meantime, shall I keep you company?"  

I sat down right next to him.  

The long hem of my skirt softly brushed against his thigh.  

"I haven't seen you here before. Is this your first time at Ilhwa?"  

"First time, huh..."  

He narrowed his eyes and gazed at me intently.  

What...?  

Did I just say something wrong?  

"You must be new here."  

"Huh...?"  

"This is my third visit already."  

I'm screwed.  

I messed up right from the start!  

"Ahaha... Yes, I only started working here recently..."  

"It's fine. I always hid my face when I came here anyway."  

He smirked and took a sip of his soju.  

To hide my flustered expression, I quickly refilled his glass.  

"Besides, the staff here don't usually pour drinks for customers like this."  

"Ahaha...! Oops, I forgot since I'm new..."  

I should have just kept my mouth shut!  

Every move I make is just making things worse!  

"Unless, of course, they have a personal interest in the customer..."  

"...Huh?"  

Suddenly, he was looking at me with an unsettling gaze.  

Leaning in, he whispered lowly.  

"Are you interested in me?"  

Unbelievable.  

Even though I was in my late twenties in my past life, Si-ho was only 22 now.  

And this guy, who was clearly over thirty, was asking me that?  

I-interest...?  

But... I had no choice.  

I was the one who made the mistake of trying too hard to keep him here.  

I had to handle it myself.  

I gripped the hem of my skirt tightly.  

Then, half-lidding my eyes, I spoke in a soft, wistful tone.  

"Interest... That’s a rather difficult thing to answer so suddenly..."  

I fiddled with the edge of my jeogori and lowered my head bashfully.  

The man snorted arrogantly, as if this was nothing new to him.  

"Tch... This is why I can’t relax when I go to places like this."  

His face was flushed as he rolled his shoulders.  

Thankfully, it seemed like he bought my act.  

But...  

The real problem was just beginning.  

"Well then..."  

Because suddenly, he stood up from his seat.  

And he made a motion as if he was about to leave the pavilion.  

"W-wait, sir. Where are you going?"  

"I'm feeling a bit drunk... I thought I'd go for a walk."  

He muttered nonchalantly, slipping on his shoes.  

No way.  

He wasn't just going to leave, was he?  

"I-I'll come with you. I could use some fresh air as well."  

He paused for a moment at my response.  

Then, with a sly smile, he said,  

"Fine. Follow me if you want."  

Dragging his feet, he stepped out through the tavern's front gate.  

I followed closely behind him, glancing back.  

Madam and I exchanged signals with our eyes.  

While I stalled for time, Anna and Executor would arrive.  

"Ah, the night air feels nice."  

With his hands tucked behind his back, the man strolled through the folk village like an old man.  

Unlike him, I was tense with nerves.  

I quietly followed, my mind on high alert.  

Then, suddenly—  

He turned towards a secluded bamboo grove.  

I hastened after him, only to find myself at a dead end.  

Then...  

"Miss, how long did you say you've been working at the tavern?"  

"I... I've been here for a week."  

"A week, huh..."  

Slowly, he turned to face me.  

His appearance hadn’t changed much from when I first saw him.  

But...  

There was something different.  

A sinister weight pressed down on the atmosphere.  

I’d felt this feeling before.  

And just as I was beginning to process it, he spoke.  

"You're not actually a staff member here, are you?"  

"What...? Of course I am! I’m wearing a hanbok, aren’t I...?"  

Flustered, I accidentally dropped my historical drama tone.  

But the man merely smiled, as if that no longer mattered.  

"There’s a rule at Ilhwa Tavern."  

"Serving drinks to customers? That happens."  

"Slipping out of the historical tone? That happens too."  

He stepped closer.  

Fear crept up my spine, and I instinctively took a step back.  

But then...  

From the path behind me, unfamiliar hunters appeared.  

Even at a glance, they didn’t seem friendly.  

"But one thing that never happens..."  

His voice was chilling.  

"The staff here never follow a customer outside."  

He pulled out a wicked-looking dagger.  

At the same time, the hunters behind me raised their weapons.  

"Now, why don’t you tell me the truth? What’s your real reason for approaching me?"  

The blade inched toward my throat.  

I clenched my eyes shut, trembling.  

Why... Why did I even come here?  

I should have just stayed put in the penthouse when Executor told me to.  

I regretted everything.  

I slumped against the wall, accepting my fate.  

But then...  

The cold blade that had been pressing toward my neck stopped.  

Half-opening my eyes, I took in the situation.  

"…!"  

The more I understood what was happening, the more a grin spread across my lips.  

And then, I called out loudly.  

"Executor...! Anna!"  

Executor, clad in a black kimono with red floral patterns.  

Anna, dressed in a tight-fitting black silk dress.  

Each of them firmly grabbed one of the target’s arms.  

And in unison, they spoke decisively.  

"You shouldn’t touch what doesn’t belong to you."  
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    “Who are you...?”

The man, whose hands were restrained, muttered.

Then, the Executor in a kimono spoke in a voice both soft and menacing.

“What else? We're the fox’s owners.”

She, elegantly made up, gazed at me intently.

Was it because she had infiltrated a Japanese hotel?

Her refined appearance, so different from usual, almost mesmerized me.

“Surrender quietly. These clothes are uncomfortable.”

Anna, standing beside her, spoke as if she were annoyed.

Indeed, she was wearing a dangerously tight silk dress that accentuated every curve of her body.

If she swung her sword wrong, it might slip right off.

Well, Anna wouldn't care even if it did.

...

The man, realizing the situation, shut his mouth tightly.

Then, with a glance, he signaled the hidden Hunters to withdraw.

“At least you have some sense.”

The Executor smirked as she watched the Hunters retreat.

The target, pierced by her gaze, glared at her with a resentful expression.

“I’m not stupid enough to send my subordinates to their deaths.”

“Good. If you're that smart, then you must have a rough idea why we came for you.”

As the real interrogation began, the man bit his lips.

Then, as if he had made up his mind, he slowly opened his mouth.

“Could you at least untie my hands for a moment?”

“Why should I trust you and let you go?”

The Executor twirled the Japanese-style parasol in her other hand.

The man, as if resigned, made a motion as if to kneel.

Only then did the Executor and Anna begin to gradually loosen their grip on him.

But...

...!

It was a trick to lower their guard.

As soon as their hold weakened, he wrenched free and swiftly pulled a smoke bomb from his sleeve.

It happened in an instant.

With practiced skill, he threw the sphere to the ground, obscuring the area with thick smoke.

Then, he quickly disappeared into the smoke.

Coughing, I rubbed my eyes.

At that moment, someone grabbed my wrist, stopping my rubbing.

The person whispered softly into my ear.

“Rubbing your eyes in smoke is dangerous.”

It was the Executor.

She used her parasol to shield me from the smoke.

Then, with the long sleeve of her kimono, she gently wiped my face.

A subtle scent of cherry blossoms drifted from her.

“Thanks...”

“Your outfit is cute.”

...

Even though the target had a chance to escape, she only stared down at me.

Was it because of the full moon?

Her red eyes felt even more bewitching than usual.

“The target...?”

“It’s fine. Someone much tougher than me went after him.”

The smoke gradually thinned.

Thanks to that, I could see a shadow leaping over the tiled roofs of the traditional village.

It was Anna.

Even in her dangerously revealing dress, she moved effortlessly through the air.

“So, shall we wait here and take it easy?”


The Executor tickled the fox makeup drawn on my cheek.

Startled by the sensation, I quickly sat up.

“We can't just let her chase him alone. We have to help!”

I took the lead and started running after Anna.

The Executor half-closed her eyes as she watched me.

“Tch...”

Soon, holding her parasol, she leisurely followed me.

“Damn... What the hell is that insane speed...?!”

The target kept glancing back as he ran.

But no matter how many times he looked, the distance between them didn't widen.

Instead, it gradually narrowed.

Soon, a long sword flew toward him.

To avoid the deadly strike, he was forced to stop running.

“Let's wrap this up quickly. We're in a hurry.”

Anna spoke with an indifferent expression.

“I can't let that bitch keep the fox to herself.”

“Ha, joking even in a situation like this... You Rankers really underestimate me.”

The target finally seemed ready to fight, rolling his shoulders.

He pulled out a pair of short daggers from his sleeves.

“I can't take on both of you, so I have to finish this fast.”

A stone bridge bathed in moonlight.

Two Hunters stared at each other indifferently.

Anna attacked first.

The target didn't seem Ranker-level at a glance.

She planned to take him down quickly and return to the gumiho.

But unexpectedly, he barely managed to block her long sword.

Most Hunters would be crushed under a single blow from Anna's blade.

Yet, trembling, he somehow endured.

Sensing something was off, Anna unleashed a relentless assault.

As she twisted her sword, the blade slid cleanly.

The slipping edge slashed his abdomen.

With a spray of crimson blood, his clothes were cleanly split in half.

“This is...”

At that moment, Anna frowned.

The man's now-exposed torso was disturbingly grotesque.

His abdomen was so bruised and discolored it hardly looked human.

His veins bulged as if about to burst.

There was a reason he had endured Anna's strike.

“How many Angel Tips have you taken?”

“A lot... Was it ten...?”

The man panted heavily, his bloodshot eyes glaring.

Ordinarily, such a sight would induce shock and fear.

But Anna simply looked at him with pity.

She knew the side effects of the drug all too well.

“Why throw away your life just to get stronger?”

“Would you understand if I explained, when you've been strong from birth?”

Anna nodded as if she understood.

Then, pulling at her tight dress, she spoke flatly.

“Yeah, I guess I don’t really need to hear it.”

“Besides, that woman will handle the interrogation.”

The silver-haired woman raised her sword to the air.

In response, the man solemnly lifted his twin daggers.

They clashed once more.

Anna's long sword surged toward the target's right shoulder.

Clutching his daggers tightly, he barely managed to deflect it with both hands.

Anyone watching could tell that each of Anna’s attacks carried immense power.

But her movements seemed as casual as if she were playing.

Perhaps sensing the overwhelming difference in skill, the target took a desperate gamble.

He ducked low, narrowly dodging her blade.

Then, with his dagger, he launched a decisive strike at Anna’s abdomen.

However...

It was merely a trap.

She easily twisted her body and slammed the hilt of her sword into the back of his neck.

Struck hard, the man collapsed helplessly to the ground.

He gazed blankly at the insurmountable gap in power.

His daggers, now shattered, lay scattered on the ground.

“Damn it...”

The target stared off into the distant horizon.

Then, he suddenly furrowed his brows at an approaching presence.

Anna didn't miss the sound either.

She raised her sword and pointed toward the source of the noise.

"Captain, hold on! We'll save you!"

At the familiar voice, the man shouted urgently.

“Don’t come! You can't win against them!”

But despite his warning, the Hunters rushed toward Anna.

The Ranker tilted her head at their appearance.

They didn’t seem well-trained like the Counters or the Association.

Their ragged clothes were no different from those of street thugs.

No matter how she looked, they weren’t elite Hunters.

At best, they were C-rank.

“Who are you guys?”

Anna's silver hair fluttered.

Seeing the weak-looking youths, she lowered the tip of her sword to the ground.

“L-Let our Captain go, you murderer!”

A boy, seemingly their leader, gripped a battered sword tightly.

It was so worn out and chipped that it barely counted as a blade.

Yet, bravely, he stood against Anna.

“Idiots... I told you to run...”



He let out a boiling voice full of resentment.

Anna looked down at him with a pitying expression and asked.

“Who are they?”

“...”

As he hesitated to answer, the Executor and I finally arrived at the stone bridge after chasing them.

“Haa…”

It was too hard to run in this long white dress.

I had tripped and fallen dozens of times, and by now, my knees were covered in dust.

“Anna, are you okay…?”

“What are you so worried about? Like she’d lose.”

Unlike my anxious self, the Executor remained relaxed.

She simply twirled her parasol elegantly in both hands.

Her red eyes scanned the surroundings.

It was obvious that Anna had already taken care of the target, and his subordinates were nothing but small fry.

“So, this ragtag group was handling drug distribution…”

“Park Shin-ae is an idiot.”

When the Executor spoke dismissively of the Assemblywoman, the fallen target’s expression twisted.

With a serious look, he shouted at her.

“Don’t insult the Assemblywoman! She is not someone lowly gangsters like you should even mention!”

His confident outburst made the stone bridge fall silent.

We all looked at him with expressions of disbelief.

“She has worked tirelessly for this world…”

“Oh, really?”

The Executor scoffed and cut him off.

She set down her parasol and clicked her heels against the ground as she approached him.

“What exactly has she done for this world?”

“She is building a new government.”

“Hah, a new government?”

The Executor let out a mocking laugh and crossed her arms.

Annoyed, she pulled up the sleeves of her kimono to her elbows.

“The government she’s building has no weak or strong. Everyone will live in equality and happiness.”

“And you think that’ll happen through the drugs that are ruining your body?”

The Executor stared at the man’s grotesque abdomen.

At her words, he proudly retorted.

“I was dying of cancer anyway. Thanks to this drug, I can at least be active until my final moments!”

“Then why not just die? Why help commit these crimes?”

“You wouldn’t understand… Just kill me.”

“Hah, so as long as you keep your mouth shut, everything ends, huh?”

The female officer of the criminal organization questioned him.

She slowly turned her head, gazing at the trembling subordinates of the target.

“Well, if you won’t talk, I’ll just have to capture and torture every last one of your subordinates.”

“You wretched woman…!”

As the Executor coldly uttered those ruthless words, the situation became even more dire.

At this rate, we wouldn’t get any clues about Park Shin-ae—everyone would just end up dead…!

Watching both of them, I cautiously approached the target.

At that, the two Rankers immediately stopped me.

“He’s dangerous. Don’t go near him.”

“It’s okay. Let me talk to him myself.”

I reassured them and walked toward the fallen target.

Luckily, he seemed less wary of me, who looked much weaker than the two Rankers.

“Uh, hello?”

“What…?”

“Sorry about earlier for deceiving you. Why don’t we introduce ourselves first?”

My sudden attempt at conversation made him frown in confusion.

But I didn’t give up and continued.

“My name is Si-ho. I’m… the bartender at a bar called Moment.”

“What are you trying to do…?”

“Can we talk for a bit? I promise nothing will happen to you while we talk.”

I reached out my hand toward him.

He stared blankly at my palm.

“I’ll explain everything. Why we’re after Park Shin-ae. The atrocities she has committed.”

“Atrocities…?”

He raised his head.

I met his gaze and tilted my neck slightly.

Then, he saw the mark of servitude engraved on my neck.

“What… is this?”

“It’s a slave mark that Park Shin-ae branded on me.”

“A slave…?”

The unpleasant word made his pupils tremble.

It seemed he really didn’t know anything about Park Shin-ae.

He must have just received the drugs while his body was dying.

And since they gave him immense strength upon taking them, he probably saw her as a god.

“Yes, she destroyed my body and even stole my abilities.”

I gently took his hand.

Then, a bright light emanated from my palm.

Thanks to that, the target caught a glimpse of my past memories.

His expression gradually turned pale.

“This… can’t be…”

Anna and the Executor slowly approached him as well.

Swallowed by the intimidating presence of the two Rankers, he gulped nervously.

“Keep your hands to yourself.”

At those words, I quickly let go of his hand.

Geez, so touchy… I was just showing him my memories, guys…

“I’ll tell you everything in detail once we move to a different location.”

“Do I even have a choice?”

The target glanced between the two Rankers and hesitated.

I lowered my eyes halfway and whispered to him in a friendly tone.

“Of course. Why don’t ‘we’ go back and have a drink while we talk?”

At that, he cleared his throat awkwardly and gave a small nod.

See?

That’s how you persuade someone.

A kind tone and a calm conversation.

Take notes, you two!
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    “Come on, come in this way.”  

With a gentle tone, I guided the man who was my target and his group.  

Compared to him, his subordinates seemed to be experiencing a place like this for the first time, their eyes wide with wonder.  

“Wow…”  

Soft and beautiful Cheongsachorong lanterns.  

A grand tiled roof and a magnificent pavilion.  

Judging by their appearance, they seemed to have been homeless, making this place feel like a paradise to them.  

The young men, carrying a musty scent, lined up in unison and followed my guidance, sitting down in the pavilion.  

Fortunately, Madam allowed it, and the part-timer sisters didn’t show any discomfort.  

But… the leader of the group still had a tense expression.  

“These guys… don’t let your guard down! This is enemy territory!”  

“Oh my, enemy territory?”  

I smiled and stepped close to his side.  

Linking arms with him, I pointed to a corner of the pavilion.  

“This is just an ordinary pub. Isn’t that why you came here earlier?”  

“…”  

The man bit his lip uncomfortably.  

But soon, after catching Anna and Executor’s chilling gazes from nearby, he let out a deep sigh.  

He sat down in the same seat as before.  

I took my seat across from him.  

Then, as if acting as my bodyguards, Anna and Executor sat on either side of me, glaring at the target.  

Like this… it looked less like persuasion and more like an interrogation.  

“What would you like to eat?”  

“We don’t need anything.”  

“Oh, but it looks like your younger brothers do?”  

I smiled and gestured to the back.  

There, his subordinates were huddled together, drooling as they stared at the food.  

It was as if they hadn’t seen a proper meal in ages.  

Seeing that, the man closed his eyes in resignation.  

“…Sigh, just bring whatever.”  

“Alright~.”  

I signaled to Madam.  

She immediately headed into the kitchen.  

Before long, the delicious scent of braised short ribs began to spread throughout Ilhwa Tavern.  

His subordinates, who had been holding back, openly drooled at the smell.  

Soon, part-timers dressed in elegant hanbok set warm braised short ribs and Korean dishes on the table.  

Before they could even say thank you, the subordinates began devouring the meat.  

All except for one person.  

“Please, eat.”  

“I’m fine.”  

The man simply stared at the meat in front of him.  

Then, he suddenly picked it up and moved it to his subordinates’ table.  

“If you drink without any food, you’ll get drunk quickly…”  

I gently lifted the sleeve of my sobok.  

Slowly, I poured clear soju into his glass.  

Despite the short training, I had grown accustomed to wearing sobok.  

According to Madam, it was as if I had received similar training before.  

I didn’t bother responding to that comment.  

It would take too long to explain…  

The man simply stared at the poured drink.  

In the transparent liquid, the faces of Executor and Anna were reflected.  

Seeing their expressions, the target shuddered before finally accepting the drink.  

Thanks to that, his tongue loosened, and he was finally able to stop trembling.  

“Well, do you feel a bit more relaxed now?”  

“If only those rankers clinging to your side weren’t here…” 
 

“Don’t mind us. Just think of us as Jangseung.”  

Jangseung…  

They were both too beautiful and extravagant to be Jangseung.  

The two rankers crossed their arms and coldly watched to see what the target would say.  

As if they would cut off his arm the moment he tried to lay a hand on me.  

“Ah, I get it…”  

“The memories I showed you are all real. I hope you believe me.”  

“I believe you.”  

He accepted it quite easily.  

Then, he gulped down the second drink I poured for him.  

“Assemblywoman Park used the same ability. If she really stole your power, then it makes sense.”  

“Besides… those rankers I saw in your memory. They were there when I first met the assemblywoman, too.”  

“Each of them was assigned to different areas and scattered the drug.”  

So, the drug had already spread across the Korean Peninsula.  

Which meant that most hunters had likely grown stronger under its effects.  

If they all sided with Assemblywoman Park, who provided them with the drug…  

The Association and Ilshim might end up fighting the entire population.  

“But I never imagined that the drug’s power came from kidnapped and tortured people…”  

The man buried his face in his hands, looking distressed.  

He couldn’t believe that the power flowing in his body came from the sacrifice of others.  

“There’s no such thing as power without a price.”  

Executor, who was sitting close beside me, spoke indifferently.  

Having once given up her family for strength, she knew that truth all too well.  

“If this went well, I was supposed to receive a dose for my brothers, too…”  

“Why didn’t you give them the previous version of the drug?”  

Anna asked sharply.  

The man sighed deeply and looked at his younger brothers.  

“Non-ability users don’t react well to it. Even if they take it, the side effects are severe…”  

He then pulled out an Angel Tips pill from his pocket.  

However, it looked slightly different from the one that 06 and 08 had taken before.  

“This is the new version of Angel Tips that the assemblywoman is researching.”  

Unlike the previous version, the pill emitted a murky and unpleasant glow.  

Executor picked it up and examined it carefully.  

“It’s still unfinished, so taking it will twist your whole body. But if it’s perfected…”  

He locked eyes with me seriously.  

Feeling pierced by that gaze, I swallowed hard.  

“Even non-ability users will randomly gain powers.”  

“What…?”  

“Of course, the ability will manifest based on their strongest desire.”  

The target retrieved the pill and carefully tucked it back into his inner pocket.  

“That’s why I’m helping the assemblywoman. Once the drug is completed, my brothers can become ability users and move up in the world.”  

Executor folded her arms, looking displeased with his words.  

Her red eyes glared at him.  

“Why are you so obsessed with abilities? Non-ability users can live just fine.”  

“Someone like you from the upper class wouldn’t understand! Non-ability users and ability users get different pay, different treatment—everything is different!”  

He shouted as if he couldn’t accept it.  

Anna made a subtle movement to draw her sword.  

“I only did my best for my brothers…”  

Seeing the glint of her blade, the man finally calmed down.  

He slumped back down onto the floor.  

“Non-ability users being discriminated against… That’s unexpected.”  

“Of course, you wouldn’t know. There’s no way people living in the capital would.”  

He glared at Executor with resentment.  

She responded with a relaxed expression.  

“What are you talking about? Any district under Ilshim’s management is equal.”  

“W-What…?”  

“Just as I said. In our district, non-ability users and ability users receive the same treatment. We even provide employment support for non-ability users.”  

“Is that… really true?”  

For the first time, his murky eyes sparkled.  

His excitement made the liquor in his glass ripple.  

“Of course, that doesn’t apply to the entire capital. Only to those living within Ilshim’s jurisdiction.”  

Executor picked up a piece of yugwa from the table.  

She split it in half, eating one piece and putting the other into my mouth.  

The sugar helped clear my head.  

Mumbling through the snack, I nodded along.  

“That’s great! Then they can just move to Ilshim’s district!”  

I perked up my fox ears and looked up at Executor.  

Seeing my puffed-up cheeks stuffed with yugwa, she let out a small cough and quickly averted her gaze. 

 

“That won’t be easy. To enter Ilshim’s district, you have to pay an annual protection fee. But do you really think vagrants like them have jobs?”  

“Besides, the entry conditions are strict to begin with. Someone like us couldn’t even dream of it…”  

The target sighed and picked up his overflowing glass.  

With a bitter look, he tossed the drink into his mouth.  

“Executor…”  

I looked up at Executor again.  

She stared at the yugwa crumbs on my cheek.  

“Can’t you help these people, for my sake?”  

“Are you serious?”  

The man’s eyes lit up upon hearing my request.  

But Executor only looked at him with disappointment.  

“Why should I trust someone who only blames the world?”  

“We’ll do anything! My brothers may look like this now, but before the Gates opened, they worked hard!”  

The thought of Ilshim’s protection made him drop to his knees.  

Seeing his desperate plea, I hurriedly continued persuading Executor.  

“See… it was just because they never got a chance.”  

“I won’t live much longer anyway. At least take my brothers in. I’ll tell you everything I know…”  

His hands, pressed against his thighs, trembled.  

Eventually, Executor opened her mouth.  

“I’ll decide after hearing the information first.”  

“There’s a rumor that a drug manufacturing facility is in the Ansan slums.”  

“A rumor?”  

“Yes, we only received the finished drugs, so we don’t know the exact location. But it’s definitely in Ansan.”  

Executor seemed to be weighing the value of this information.  

Her tightly pressed lips looked particularly captivating.  

“If it’s true, that means we’ll be raiding one of their main bases.”  

“Yeah… It’s just a rumor, but it’s practically a fact!”  

His voice was desperate.  

Hearing his sincerity, Executor let out a small sigh.  

“Fine, Ilshim will protect you. But there are conditions.”  

She raised two fingers.  

“First, you must never speak of what happened here today.”  

“Second, the vagrants’ relocation will only happen after Assemblywoman Park is caught.”  

Well, that made sense.  

If her subordinates suddenly migrated to Ilshim, it would obviously be suspicious.  

It was an unavoidable condition.  

The man nodded in understanding.  

“Understood. I swear on my life to keep this secret!”  

“You’re gambling with your life so recklessly when you don’t even know when you’ll die…”  

Executor spoke coldly.  

I poked her in the side, warning her to watch her words.  

She turned her gaze to me instead, looking down with an intimidating expression.  

Then, in a dangerously soft voice, she whispered—  

“I only agreed because of you.”  

“Uh… oh… thanks…”  

Her sudden words startled me.  

But then, I heard a chilling follow-up.  

“I granted your request, so now it’s my turn, right?”  

“…Huh?”  

“Come to the hotel later, wearing that outfit.”  

Executor ran her fingers over my fox fur disguise.  

Feeling the touch, I shuddered and blankly stared at her.  

“Well then, let’s get that contract written up.”  

She smirked and stood up.  

Then, she left the area with the man.  

“Haa…”  

Now, only Anna and I remained in the pavilion.  

Finally, I let out a relieved sigh.  

As I gazed at the night sky, I could feel Anna’s stare.  

Unlike before, her expression was filled with emotions.  

The moment our eyes met, she half-closed hers.  

Her face took on a seductive look.  

Then, she grabbed my fox tail, which was sticking out from my sobok.  

Leaning in, she whispered teasingly into my ear—  

“That’s quite the bitch’s outfit.”  

Why is she like this too…  

Memories of the cabin flooded my mind.  

Just what did I do to her back then…  

Why had Anna become so… suggestive?  

My eyes subconsciously drifted to her outfit.  

Maybe because I remembered touching her chest before…  

My gaze kept getting stuck there.  

Wrapped in a silk dress, her body felt noticeably softer than before.  

Was that… because of me?  

Overcome with embarrassment, I shot up from my seat.  

Then, I bolted out of the pavilion.  

Everyone just thinks about doing that now, no matter where I go…  

The only one I can trust is kind Ji-soo noona!  

I quickly headed to the back of Ilhwa Tavern to find her.

  
    Chapter 135 Miho 6

    Gasping for breath, I headed toward the back of the tavern.

From afar, a fragrant scent of grass wafted through the air.

Thanks to that, my sharp nose twitched.

Following the lingering scent around the corner, I finally found the person I was looking for.

A pure white jeogori and a blue skirt.

With her hair neatly tied up, she looked like a noble lady who had stepped out of a historical drama.

Was it because I was staring at her in a daze?

Before I knew it, I had even forgotten to call her name.

"Si-ho, you’re here...?"

Her golden eyes sparkled as she looked at me.

Soon, the noble lady grasped the long skirt with both hands and gracefully approached me.

The closer she got, the fuller my heart swelled.

As if I had returned to the days we spent together in the past.

"How did it go? Did you catch him?"

"Yes. Where were you this whole time, unni?"

"I was inside washing dishes."

"No wonder I couldn’t see you."

At my shy voice, she burst into a wide smile.

Then, grinning mischievously, she spoke.

"I was actually planning to make braised short ribs... but I burned everything. So I got kicked out to do the dishes."

She fanned her nose as if she could still smell the burnt food.

Seeing that, I couldn’t help but chuckle.

"I guess I really have no talent for cooking."

Like a carefree child, she clasped her hands behind her neck.

Yeah, she really didn’t.

Even when we had a meal with Hyun-soo hyung, her cooking was the worst.

Even hyung, who could eat just kimchi with rice, had shuddered at it...

"I guess your husband will have to cook for you."

"Husband—?"

She playfully stopped in her tracks.

Then, looking back at me, she smiled softly.

"I don’t plan on getting married."

"Oh... Are you against marriage?"

"Not exactly..."

She lightly clasped her hands behind her back.

Then, matching my pace, she walked leisurely.

I stuck close to her as we strolled through the folk village, waiting for her answer.

She finally gave me one after we had walked for a long time and reached a crowded stone bridge.

"I just... I’m afraid of getting close to someone now."

I looked up at her intently.

Her eyes, as if lost in memories, gazed into the distance.

Suddenly, I found myself curious about that past.

No, perhaps I already knew it.

But I couldn’t bring myself to ask.

I was simply satisfied with the fact that I had been a part of her sorrowful memories.

"..."

We each carried our own pain.

And all of that pain was connected to one another.

But... we couldn’t share it.

Knowing that, we simply stood still, watching the distant crowd bustling about.

"Looks like they’re filming something."

"Yeah..."

We peeked through the black mass of people.

Since I was a little short, I had to struggle to squeeze through the gaps.

"Wow... It must be a drama...!"

She whispered excitedly.

By the time I heard those words, I was standing on tiptoe, finally getting a glimpse of the scene.

A lady, dressed in a hanbok as elegant as my unni’s, came into view.

She was secretly meeting a man in a black combat outfit under the eaves of a building.

「Have you been waiting long?」

「No, I just arrived as well...」

「What brings you to call me out at this late hour?」

Like a true actress, the lady gazed at the man with deep sincerity.

As if drawn in by that gaze, the male actor’s expression grew tense.

「Let’s stop seeing each other.」

Her calm yet cold words.  

At those words, the man in black combat robes was left speechless.  

Before he could even ask why.  

The noble lady intercepted him, solidifying her stance.  

「From the beginning, we were never meant to meet. Our statuses are different, and the worlds we live in are too far apart. Even if we are momentarily enchanted by this fleeting connection, how long could it truly last?」  

Even I swallowed hard at her cutting words.  

A forbidden relationship.  

It felt as if that relationship applied to me and Ji-soo noona as well.  

If I were that man, what would I say to the noble lady?  

And in this body, what could I possibly say to noona?  

It wasn’t me who had been close to her—it was Do-hyun.  

And he had been a man.  

Could she still love me, even in this changed form?  

Could I at least convey these unspoken feelings?  

I didn’t know...  

I simply watched, curious to see what desperate words the man would say to the noble lady.  

「Are you very afraid...?」  

The warrior’s response was completely different from my expectations.  

He smiled warmly, as if trying to reassure her.  

At that, the noble lady’s once unwavering eyes began to tremble.  

「...」  

「Honestly, I am afraid.」  

「What are you so afraid of?」  

「It hasn’t even been half a year since my husband died.」  

A small stone dropped into her still waters.  

From where it landed, ripples spread endlessly.  

「Though I did not love him... the time we spent together still lingers in my mind.」  

「Even memories with someone I didn’t love are this painful... If you die as well, how could I possibly go on... I have no confidence.」  

The moment I heard those words, my heart ached.  

Clutching my chest, I continued to watch the scene.  

「Why worry about something that hasn’t even begun? You are being uncharacteristically foolish.」  

The warrior approached her gently.  

And he carefully wiped her eyes.  

「Will you return alive...?」  

With reddened eyes, the noble lady looked up at him.  

The man smiled kindly and made a promise.  

「I swear. When I return, we will wed.」  

「How can I believe that when we don’t even know how this war will end...」  

A noble lady afraid to forge another bond.  

A warrior who loves her despite the uncertain future.  

「Don’t believe in words. Just believe in me.」  

Burying her face in his embrace, she wept.  

Watching them, I gently grasped noona’s jeogori sleeve.  

Noona, dressed similarly to the noble lady.  

Me, wanting to wear a combat robe.  

The contrast between us made my heart tremble.  

That tremor was only calmed by a single voice.  

「Alright, cut! That was great!」  

The drama director shouted loudly.  

The two actors, who had just been immersed in sorrow, immediately relaxed and exchanged sheepish smiles.  

「That was good. Let’s keep this take.」  

Sounds of satisfaction from the production team.  

The actress, overcome with emotion, shyly covered her mouth with her wide sleeves.  

With that, the crew quickly began dismantling the set on the bridge.  

They seemed to be working efficiently, perhaps feeling guilty about inconveniencing the tourists.  

Thanks to them, we were able to continue our walk once more.  

We strolled along the now-empty bridge.  

Unlike moments ago, when it had been bustling with people, it was now eerily quiet.  

Perhaps the atmosphere felt awkward.  

I carefully spoke to noona.  

“They were good actors.”  

“The actors?”  

Noona, walking with a bitter expression, asked back.  

Our footsteps finally fell into sync.  

“Yes, somehow... it felt very immersive.”

"I agree too…"  

Noona lifted the corners of her lips.  

But her eyes still looked lonely.  

"Hey, Si-ho…"  

She stopped in the middle of the stone bridge.  

The cool night breeze made the strands of her side hair dance.  

"It must have been really hard after Do-hyun died, right?"  

"…"  

I hesitated to answer.  

Then, as I recalled noona’s memories, I thought of the me who had died.  

"It was hard."  

"I'm sorry… for not being able to protect Do-hyun."  

Why… why is noona apologizing?  

If back then… if I had been as strong as her.  

No, if we had never met in the first place…  

She wouldn't have had to suffer such a miserable end.  

My nose tingled.  

The words swelled up to my throat, lingering in my mouth.  

But I couldn’t bring myself to say them.  

I just lifted my trembling gaze to look at noona.  

"I'm okay. And…"  

Noona's golden eyes.  

Even in the darkened folk village, they shone brightly.  

That face, bathed in moonlight, carried guilt, sorrow…  

And longing.  

I barely forced the words out of my throat.  

And I spoke.  

"Oppa would have understood too."  

I smiled, my fox-like eyes curving long.  

But my eyes were already stained red.  

Because there were still so many things I hadn’t been able to say.  

"Si-ho…"  

Noona's lips trembled faintly.  

Then, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, she spoke with a wavering voice.  

"Thank you… so much for saying that…"  

No matter how bright noona usually was…  

At this moment, it seemed she couldn’t hold it in anymore.  

So I hugged her tightly.  

My wide white sleeves wrapped around her.  

And within my embrace, she quietly whispered.  

"I was never really struggling. Because someone once gave me some advice whenever things got hard."  

"Who was it…?"  

"…"  

I carefully brought my lips to her ear.  

Then, covering my mouth with both hands as if someone might overhear, I whispered softly.  

"It was someone really kind. Warm. And amazing… just like you."  

I spun around playfully, circling her once before taking the lead.  

With my fluid movements, my tail—hidden beneath my white robe—lifted into the air.  

"I wanted to be that kind of person for Do-hyun too…"  

Behind me, noona murmured.  

Her voice seeped into my ears, but I couldn’t turn back.  

I didn’t want her to see the expression on my face right now.  

Instead, I stopped walking.  

And then…  

"Don’t worry."  

I mumbled quietly.  

"You’re already that kind of person to me."  

Maybe because of the slight distance between us.  

Noona quickly asked back, flustered.  

"What did you say…?"  

Only then did I turn my head slightly.  

Half-closing my eyes, I gave a small, teasing smile.  

"Nothing important."  

Casually, I pointed toward the Japanese-style street.  

Noona furrowed her brows as if she didn’t understand.  

"Aren’t you hungry, noona?"  

I stopped walking and stepped closer to her.  

Linking my arm with hers, I smoothly changed the subject.  

"The smell of braised ribs earlier was torture."  

"Really…?"  

"Yes! Let’s get some octopus balls. The madam even gave me money since I helped her store make a profit."  

I pulled out a white envelope from my robe.  

Then, grinning, I waved it in front of her.  

"Today’s on me!"  

I hid my face behind the envelope.  

Then, peeking out playfully, I flashed a bright smile.  

At last, noona smiled again.  

With the corners of her lips lifted, she slowly followed me down the Japanese-style street.  

"Alright."  

I gestured toward her, urging her to hurry.  

"Come on! The festival is just getting started."  

I grabbed her arm.  

And led her toward the dazzling lantern lights.

  
    Chapter 136 Miho 7

    I walked through Japan Town, lost in thought.  

The refugees who had settled here.  

They must have been sincere about attracting tourists.  

To recreate the atmosphere of Japan so perfectly.  

They had poured all their craftsmanship into surviving in Korea.  

"Unni, look at that!"  

"It's a mask play. How fascinating... I've only seen this in anime..."  

Fusion-style Japanese music played throughout the streets.  

People in all sorts of masks marched while striking percussion instruments.  

The unique sight captivated the attention of tourists.  

Our Korean-style outfits stood out in Japan Town.  

Even the Japanese, along with the tourists, cast glances at us.  

However, we were too absorbed in enjoying the atmosphere of Japan Town to notice their gazes.  

People wearing fox masks, cat masks, and bizarre male masks.  

They would pop out from behind to startle the crowd, or dance along with them.  

Particularly when they reached us, they lingered noticeably longer.  

A woman in a fox mask stood before me.  

Dressed in a black kimono, she exuded an indescribable aura.  

She felt more like a mystical being than a human.  

She stopped in front of me, crouched slightly, and met my gaze.  

"Wh-why are you doing this...?"

The blatant stare made me stutter.  

It was my first time experiencing something like this, and I wasn't sure how to react.  

The woman soon raised a finger.  

She pointed alternately at her fox ears and mine.  

"Fox...?"  

Her black eyes gleamed from beyond the mask.  

I found myself staring into them, momentarily entranced.  

In that brief moment, she slipped a small talisman into my hand.  

Just as I realized what had been placed in my palm, the woman gracefully disappeared into the crowd of masked performers.  

"Something wrong, Si-ho?"  

While I was still staring in the direction she had vanished, my sister tapped my shoulder.  

The touch snapped me back to reality, and I shook my head.  

"No... it's just..."  

I fidgeted with the talisman I had received.  

The character for 'fruitfulness' was engraved on it.  

It even emitted a faint, peculiar scent, as if imbued with some kind of magic.  

I liked the character, so I tucked the talisman into the inner pocket of my jeogori.  

Then, I quietly followed my sister as we walked down the street.  

Before long, we arrived at the heart of Japan Town.  

At the center of the festival, a samurai swordplay performance was taking place.  

"And now, the highlight of today's event! Presenting a master of iaijutsu, a genuine samurai and an A-rank hunter in Korea! The one and only, Suda-san!"  

A man dressed in a yukata announced in a booming voice.  

Hearing that, we halted our steps and turned to watch the show.  

A man in a black samurai uniform stood in the middle of the plaza.  

In front of him stood a post with twenty thick bamboo stalks bound together.  

At a glance, they looked incredibly sturdy.  

It reminded me of the forelimb of a seventh-grade elephant-type monster, the Mastodon.  

The sheer thickness of the bamboo.  

I couldn't imagine cutting through it with iaijutsu.  

Before demonstrating his skill, the samurai confidently explained.  

"Japanese swordsmanship is superior to that of any other nation. Even in this era of open gates, we have survived thanks to our traditional techniques."  

My noona clasped her hands together and observed his stance closely.  

After all, dazzling sword techniques like iaijutsu were every man's dream!  

"I apologize to my Korean spectators, but today, I will prove that Japanese swordsmanship surpasses Joseon's."  

At those words, my noona's brow furrowed.  

As a Korean Flame Swordsman, she had every reason to take that as a provocation.  

Honestly, if a foreigner suddenly claimed their swordsmanship was superior to ours, I'd be annoyed too.  

But... we were here just to watch the performance, so we had to hold back.  

"Let's just watch for now, unni. Iaijutsu is a rare spectacle, isn't it?"  

At my request, she gave a calm nod.  

If this were Anna or Executor, something big would have already happened.  

Thankfully, it was my noona.  

Phew... that was close.  

"And now, let the performance begin!"  

The MC's grand declaration.  

With that, the entire plaza fell into silence.  

The samurai took a deep breath.  

And in the very instant his breath ceased—  

The sword was drawn.  

A chillingly sharp sound pierced the quiet plaza.  

For the briefest moment, the gleaming blade flashed like a bolt of lightning.  

At the end of that radiance, a diagonal crack appeared on the bamboo.  

And then—  

The seemingly unbreakable bamboo split cleanly in half.  

It was so thick that when the pieces hit the ground, a cloud of dust rose.  

The dust scattered across the plaza.  

"Thank you."  

Suda pressed his palms together and bowed with precision.  

The audience, momentarily stunned by the sudden iaijutsu display, stared in awe.  

"If you enjoyed Suda-san’s iaijutsu, please give a round of applause!"  

Only then did the audience erupt into applause.  

Among them, the cheers from the Japanese spectators were especially loud.  

"There are hardly any iaijutsu masters left in the world! You've witnessed something rare today!"  

"---!"  

Sensing the perfect opportunity, the MC emphasized the rarity of the skill and encouraged donations.  

Many people placed money into the offering box.  

Applause continued as the donations piled up.  

"Wow, that was incredible, right?"  

Excited, I looked up at my noona.  

But unlike me, who was thrilled, my sister remained extremely composed.  

She seemed lost in thought.  

As if analyzing Suda’s technique.  

Finally snapping out of her thoughts, she murmured to herself.  

"...That’s not swordsmanship."  

"Not swordsmanship?"  

My noona had a habit of analyzing and studying techniques to improve herself.  

But I didn’t expect her to do it even during a festival... As expected of a former main dealer.  

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen my sister’s skills since she trained under Anna.  

Since she had learned from a ranker, she must be at least A-rank now.  

She had grown even stronger.  

That thought made me feel strangely anxious.  

I unconsciously reached for the talisman the mysterious woman had given me.  

I clenched it tightly inside my sleeve.  

Fruitfulness...  

Would I ever grow strong enough to be useful again?  

"I think it’s an entirely different technique. He’s probably not even a real samurai."  

My noona, lost in thought with a hand on her chin, soon snapped back to reality.  

Her voice had grown loud enough for the samurai to hear.  

The man, his expression as sharp as a true warrior’s, turned his gaze toward her.

The noble lady in a graceful hanbok and the samurai locked eyes.  

"You there, miss. What did you just say?"  

"I said you don't seem like a swordsman class."  

My noona answered calmly.  

Her gaze was firm and unwavering.  

"Uh, unni... does it really matter whether he's a swordsman or not? It was an amazing trick."  

"Trick?! Hey, little fox girl. This isn't just some trick! This is iaijutsu, a technique passed down through generations!"  

The man's sharp gaze turned to me instead.  

His eyebrows were completely shaved off, and dark eyeliner was drawn around his eyes.  

Faced with that intimidating, Japanesque makeup and disguise, I swallowed hard.  

But my noona stood her ground, facing the warrior with unwavering resolve.  

"Don't yell at her."  

"No, unni... It's my fault for misspeaking. I'm sorry..."  

"It was a trick. More precisely, an ability."  

At those words, the samurai confidently crossed his arms.  

Then, furrowing his nonexistent brows, he retorted.  

"Oh yeah? Then how are you going to prove it? How will you prove that my technique isn't iaijutsu?"  

He casually walked over to the pile of sliced bamboo.  

With a nudge of his foot, he rolled one of the cleanly cut pieces toward my sister.  

His unshaken confidence made the spectators murmur in curiosity.  

The local Japanese audience, in particular, seemed to take offense, speaking openly.  

"What's with that woman...?"  

"She's wearing a hanbok. She must be refusing to acknowledge the greatness of samurai swordsmanship."  

"Tch... typical Joseon inferiority complex."  

Hearing those negative remarks, my fox ears drooped helplessly.  

I hesitantly grabbed my sister's sleeve.  

"Unni... let's just go. If this keeps up, we might get stoned."  

"I was going to let it go, but after hearing these people talk, I can't."  

Her golden eyes gleamed.  

Then, the noble lady of Joseon clenched the sleeve of her hanbok and strode boldly toward the samurai.  

"Just showing us the cut bamboo tells us nothing. We can't tell whether it was sliced with a sword or by some other means."  

Her confident demeanor seemed to rattle even the samurai a little.  

Still, he shot back with a glare.  

"Then how do you plan to prove it?"  

At his stern question, Ji-soo pointed straight at his sheathed sword.  

"That sword. Draw it."  

"W-what? Why?"  

"The bamboo still looks freshly cut."  

At her words, the audience turned their gaze toward the severed bamboo.  

Indeed, the exposed ends were still moist.  

"If you really cut it with a sword, there should be traces of moisture and fibers stuck to the blade."  

Ji-soo spoke loud enough for the crowd to hear.  

Then, without hesitation, she grabbed his scabbard.  

"If you truly used iaijutsu, the blade should still bear evidence of the cut, shouldn't it?"  

Her reasoning sounded logical enough that some members of the crowd nodded in agreement.  

However, the local Japanese spectators still seemed unconvinced, shaking their heads in discomfort.  

"Well? If you don't want to be mistaken for a magician, hurry up and draw your sword."  

"..."  

The samurai clamped his mouth shut as if he were being interrogated.  

Then, as if he had no choice, he slowly unsheathed his sword with slightly trembling hands.  

At last, it was revealed.  

A pristine, unblemished blade, without a single speck of residue.  

"Look."  

She ran a finger across the sharp edge.  

Then, she held up her fingertip for all to see.  

"Not a trace of moisture. The sword never even touched the bamboo."  

The crowd buzzed in astonishment.  

Even the Japanese spectators who had mocked her earlier cleared their throats awkwardly and averted their gazes.  

"M-my iaijutsu is more precise and faster than anyone else's! That's why no liquid or particles stuck to the blade!"  

The samurai stammered as he snatched back his sword.  

Then, as if to scold my sister, he lashed out furiously.  

"And what would a girl like you know?! Have you even swung a sword before?!"

The samurai’s trembling finger pointed at my sister’s calm face.  

But the noble lady simply smiled.  

"That's right! What does a Joseon woman know about swords?!"  

The Japanese spectators shouted in broken Korean, rallying behind the samurai.  

As the tension in the air escalated, even the MC looked troubled.  

"You think I don't know about swords?"  

At those words, my sister chuckled.  

She briefly glanced down at the hem of her skirt, barely grazing the ground.  

Then, she lifted her gaze again.  

Unlike at the start of the festival, her expression was now resolute.  

Like that of a true swordsman of Joseon.  

"Then let me cut the bamboo with that sword."  

She extended her hand toward the samurai.  

At the absurdity of a woman claiming she would cut through twenty bamboo stalks, the Japanese swordsman burst into laughter.  

"In all my life... I've never met such a bold lady. Fine, give it a try."  

With complete confidence, he handed her the sword.  

A katana that looked unmistakably heavy.  

But she effortlessly lifted it with one hand.  

Not just lifting it—she spun the blade skillfully before gripping it firmly.  

The crowd erupted with an impressed "Ooooh—!"  

"This is much lighter than the Vice President’s sword. Definitely not the best choice for cutting bamboo."  

She spoke like an expert and strode confidently to the center of the plaza.  

At some point, the event staff had prepared a fresh bundle of bamboo for her.  

But even to my eyes, the bamboo this time looked thicker and sturdier than before.  

Their underhanded trick made even me scowl.  

Noona...  

Ji-soo set the sword down for a moment.  

She tied her neat hair back into a tight knot and gathered the flowing fabric of her skirt, fastening it at her waist.  

As a result, the inner shorts she wore were fully exposed.  

Some of the men in the crowd cleared their throats awkwardly.  

But...  

A true swordsman by birth, my noona paid no mind.  

She was only focused on punishing the arrogant fraud who had insulted Korean swordsmanship.  

Her golden eyes gleamed.  

The once-boisterous plaza fell silent.  

All eyes were now on the delicate yet determined noblewoman of Joseon, awaiting the display of her swordsmanship.


  
    Chapter 137 Miho 8

    The once vibrant Japanese village was now silent, with not even the sound of music remaining.  

The masked troupe, which had just completed a lap around the village, halted their movements and focused on the commotion.  

At the center of it were Suda and Ji-soo noona.  

Her skirt was folded up, revealing her underpants, but she firmly gripped her sword.  

Like a noble Joseon warrior.  

Ji-soo closed her eyes.  

Though it was just a bundle of bamboo, she never underestimated it.  

With the humility and integrity of a true swordsman, she focused all her senses on the target before her.  

And finally, she opened her eyes.  

At that moment, noona raised her katana high toward the full moon.  

The blade gleamed as if slicing through the moonlight.  

"Wow..."  

Seeing that brilliance, my mouth fell open without realizing it.  

Noona had swung her sword in the blink of an eye.  

Like iaido, she had moved behind the bamboo in an instant.  

"What the... what just happened?"  

"Did she even cut it properly?"  

"It happened so fast, I couldn’t see!"  

The crowd's reaction was not much different from mine.  

They looked puzzled at how noona had seemingly passed through the bamboo in an instant.  

"Cut it? No way! Look at that. There's not a single mark on the bamboo!"  

A Japanese spectator pointed mockingly at noona, gesturing toward the seemingly untouched bundle of bamboo.  

Hearing that, the entire crowd craned their necks forward like ostriches.  

Swayed by Suda’s words, they cast doubtful glances at noona.  

But this time, noona turned to them with a serious gaze.  

The moment I saw her eyes, I realized.  

Noona had definitely cut the bamboo.  

Because the look in her eyes was...  

The same as the rankers like Anna and Executor.  

A gaze that only those with absolute confidence in their abilities possessed.  

As if to prove that confidence, the night wind began to blow.  

Noona’s jet-black hair fluttered with the breeze.  

And then...  

The bamboo, caught in the wind, slowly twisted...  

Before finally splitting cleanly in half.  

The heavy bamboo thudded onto the ground.  

The sound filled the entire Japanese village square.  

"This can't be..."  

The locals clutched their heads in despair.  

That reserved-looking woman was actually a swordsman.  

And not just any swordsman, but a top-tier one capable of slashing with near-iaido speed!  

Like children caught in a lie, cold sweat ran down their spines.  

And among them was Suda, the master of iaido himself.  

Soon, noona raised her sword again.  

Then, as if delivering a death sentence, she pointed its tip at Suda.  

"Now, look at my blade."  

Everyone focused on noona’s sword.  

Sure enough, the sharp tip of the blade was drenched in moisture.  

So much so that droplets were trickling down and falling off the edge.  

"It’s real. There’s moisture on it!"  

I shouted in support of noona.  

At that, the crowd all turned their gazes toward Suda.  

"What are you all looking at?" 

The samurai remained unfazed under the stinging gazes, shrugging his shoulders nonchalantly.  

In a composed voice, he addressed the crowd.  

"How could the crude swordsmanship of Joseon compare to ours? Even if the speed was similar, mine was far sharper, which is why there wasn't even a drop of moisture on my blade!"  

The Japanese spectators nodded in satisfaction at Suda's explanation.  

Seeing that, the crowd once again tilted their heads in doubt.  

After all, Suda had also cut the bamboo in an instant...  

There was no way to prove that his technique wasn't iaido.  

"If you're so confident in your swordsmanship, why don't you spar with me?"  

Ji-soo returned the sharp katana to him.  

Suda scoffed in disbelief as he took the sword.  

"Don't be ridiculous. How can you spar in that state?"  

Crossing his arms, Suda looked her up and down.  

Indeed, her current appearance was closer to that of an elegant noble lady than a swordsman.  

However...  

"Would this be better?"  

Before everyone's eyes, she grabbed her skirt.  

Then, with a bold display, she tore it apart with all her strength.  

Her firm thighs were revealed beneath the tattered fabric.  

With her natural beauty, even the ripped skirt looked like a fashion statement.  

"---!"  

The crowd, shocked by her audacity, began urging for the duel to take place.  

Suda, displeased by the turn of events, gritted his teeth.  

If he backed down now, all his previous arrogance would be reduced to mere bluster.  

With no choice, he let out a deep sigh.  

Then, he handed her one of the katanas he held.  

"Don't regret this, miss. You'll pay dearly for ruining my performance."  

"You should be the one paying for insulting Korean swordsmen."  

Noona accepted the sword confidently.  

Countless spectators watched as the two swordsmen prepared for their duel.  

Among them, I was the only one worried for noona.  

Everyone else was just enjoying an intense show.  

"Noona..."  

From a distance, I watched Ji-soo intently.  

Her opponent was an A-rank hunter.  

During the Wyvern Raid, noona had been a B-rank hunter.  

Even if she had trained under Anna, could she really defeat Suda now?  

Clasping my hands tightly together, I watched her with desperation.  

Noona made the first move.  

Having never considered him a swordsman to begin with, she charged at Suda to uncover his true nature.  

The katana was clearly an unfamiliar weapon for her.  

But she ignored that and aimed swiftly for the samurai’s shoulder.  

A descending longsword.  

An unbelievable speed for a B-rank hunter.  

Seeing that speed, I was convinced of noona’s victory.  

But...  

Suda had read her movements.  

He twisted his body to dodge the attack.  

And at the same time...  

He merely mimed drawing his sword.  

Yet, at that very moment, noona's clothes and hair fluttered as if caught in a gust of wind.  

Not only did they flutter—her clothes tore, and strands of her hair were sliced away.  

"---!"  

Shocked by the eerie blade wind, noona quickly retreated.  

Before she realized it, her undergarments were also left with tattered traces.  

"Wow... I couldn't see it this time either!"  

"Did you see that? This is the true swordsmanship of the great Japan!"  

The crowd marveled at his ability.  

But I couldn't agree with them.  

Because I was starting to see through his trick.  

Ever since I gained the eyes of an animal, my perception had sharpened.  

He never actually drew his sword.  

He only pretended to draw it while extending his palm.  

And at that moment, a sharp wind arose and attacked noona’s body.  

But noona still hadn't realized it yet.  

Because trained skill and innate perception were entirely different things.  

"Come on, why don’t you show off again like before?"  

Ji-soo was too busy fending off Suda’s bizarre attacks.  

But blocking the wind was impossible.  

Her clothes became more and more tattered.  

Noona was slowly being devoured by Suda.  

"No... Noona!!"  

The roars of the crowd.  

Through that noise, I shouted with all my might.  

At the sound of my voice, noona’s golden eyes flashed.  

She met my gaze.  

I shouted at her.  

"Watch out for his right hand!"  

"His right hand...?"  

Noona’s eyes sharpened, just like Anna’s, as she focused on her opponent.  

To confirm my words, she watched only his right hand.  

Indeed, every time she tried to swing her sword, Suda’s right hand moved.  

And whenever he attacked, his palm extended as if throwing a shuriken.  

And from that hand, the sharp wind burst forth.  

"This bastard... He's a wind ability user!"  

"So what if you figured it out?"  

Suda smirked wickedly and began extending his hand even more boldly.  

Under the guise of iaido, his hand continued to unleash blade-like gusts of wind.  

But noona wouldn’t just sit and take it anymore.  

She widened her eyes against the slicing wind, focusing even harder.  

And instead of merely dodging, she began aiming for his right hand.  

Because of that, Suda could no longer counterattack while evading.  

"Damn it..."  

As this continued, the crowd began to murmur in confusion.  

"Suda, why are you just dodging?"  

"Hurry up and finish off that damn Joseon girl!"  

"Shut up!"  

Annoyed by their jeering, Suda finally snapped.  

Realizing he could no longer keep up the act, he threw his scabbard to the ground.  

"You arrogant wench... You dare target my hand?" 

"If you hadn't pretended to use iaido from the start, this would've been much easier."  

Noona let out a relaxed chuckle, as if regaining her composure.  

Suda's eyelids twitched violently at the sight—it was utterly humiliating.  

"Somehow, noona is starting to act more and more like Executor..."  

I muttered to myself.  

But I had no time to dwell on the thought.  

Suda had finally abandoned the act of hiding his ability and was attacking in full force.  

He thrust both hands forward, as if launching a palm strike.  

The chilly night air gathered at his fingertips.  

The leaves swirling in the air suddenly whipped into a fierce vortex.  

The razor-sharp leaves, honed like arrows, surged toward noona.  

This was different.  

His previous attacks were sharp enough to tear through clothing...  

And now, he was using the very leaves as weapons?  

"Noona, watch out!!"  

Before I realized it, I shouted in panic.  

Hearing my warning, noona snapped out of her daze.  

The barrage of leaves came crashing down.  

Her body was cut, slashed, and torn apart.  

The sight of blood gushing forth left the crowd in horror.  

They had thought this was just a show—yet noona’s white jeogori, now dyed red, proved otherwise.  

Everyone was worried about her.  

But...  

She was not someone who would crumble so easily.  

06, 08, 09—she had faced those far stronger than an A-rank hunter like Suda.  

She was a warrior who had stood against them.  

From her torn wounds, crimson flames ignited.  

Her golden eyes soon burned intensely with a deep orange hue.  

Then, she swung her katana against the relentless blade winds.  

The flames erupted like a tidal wave, engulfing Suda’s gusts in an instant.  

The sheer magnitude of the inferno sent the spectators fleeing.  

But I stayed until the end.  

"---."  

The fire spread as if it would consume the entire village.  

For a moment, I feared that noona’s flames would burn everything to the ground.  

But unlike before, she controlled the fire with newfound mastery.  

She reabsorbed the flames into her wounds.  

And as the fire died down, Suda lay sprawled on the ground, scorched black.  

Thankfully, he was still alive—his fingers trembled faintly in the dirt.  

Only then did Ji-soo finally let out a sigh of relief.  

She let her bent katana fall to the ground without care.  

"Haa..."  

"Noona..!"  

I rushed to her side.  

I looked over her wounds, which were bleeding profusely.  

"My god... You’re hurt too badly."  

"It's fine, this is nothing..."  

"Nothing?! What are you saying? Give me your arms, now."  

I took her bruised hands into mine.  

Then, I focused my mind and activated *Angelic Hand.*  

A familiar, gentle radiance surrounded our hands.  

As that light wrapped around her wounds, noona stared at me.  

I met her gaze once again.  

And just like that time before, I healed her.  

The small amount of healing I could provide felt embarrassing.  

But noona just gazed at me blankly, holding my hands tenderly.  

As if she had realized something. 


  
    Chapter 138 Miho 9

    "Si-ho..."  

My noona, holding my hand, looked down at me.  

Even though she was receiving healing, her expression was rather serious.  

At her uneasy voice, I lifted my head.  

Her golden eyes, unlike usual, seemed confused.  

They were trembling violently.  

"You’re not..."  

Her lips trembled faintly.  

But she couldn’t bring herself to say the next words.  

Because while she was hesitating, heavy footsteps echoed from afar.  

Thinking that her question was not ordinary, I let out a small sigh of relief.  

Then I hurriedly turned to see the source of the footsteps.  

There stood the hunters from the Association who managed the International Village, along with the Japanese.  

They must have been the ones who reported the commotion.  

"Are these the people?"  

Three hunters in security uniforms pointed at us.  

The Japanese man then smirked confidently and answered.  

"Yes, they ruined our performance and recklessly used their abilities, injuring everyone!"  

What nonsense...  

Your performance was a scam to begin with.  

And the only one who got hurt was Suda, who fought fairly!  

I quickly stepped forward to argue with the hunters.  

But in the end, I had no choice but to stop.  

The cunning Japanese were clutching their waists, pretending to be seriously injured.  

Even if they were perfectly fine, as long as they insisted they were hurt, the Association would have no choice but to side with them.  

Damn it... Things are getting more complicated.  

And to make matters worse, our current appearance definitely made us look more like perpetrators than victims.  

Suda, covered in ashes, sprawled on the ground.  

The flames had been put out, but the ground was charred black, with burn marks everywhere.  

And on top of that, we stood there perfectly fine.  

Everything was against us.  

"You two, you’ll need to come with us."  

The security team contacted headquarters over the radio.  

They soon began approaching us for the arrest.  

My noona didn’t make any particular gesture at their actions.  

As if she was willing to be taken in, she even rolled up her sleeves, preparing to be handcuffed.  

"Unni, what are you doing?"  

"I have to turn myself in... It all happened because of me. If I explain properly, they’ll understand."  

Ji-soo noona’s kind nature was really a problem at times like this.  

Do you really think they’ll believe you?  

If anything, their shameless act would only make the charges against us worse.  

To stop that from happening, the best way was...  

Frustrated by her willingness to comply, I grabbed her wrist.  

At the sudden touch, her serious eyes flickered.  

"What do you mean, turn yourself in? We need to run!"  

I shouted loudly.  

My long fangs were clearly visible as my mouth opened wide.  

My noona stared blankly at them.  

Then, led by my firm grip, she began running.  

"They, they’re running! Catch them!"  

The security team started chasing us all at once.  

They were undoubtedly skilled enough to be public officials.  

Even their running speed was far superior to that of regular hunters.  

However.  

"Hurry up!"  

Ever since my foxification progressed, even Anna couldn’t keep up with my speed.  

Leading my sister, I dashed into the vibrant, Japanese-style streets.  

"W-Wait, Si-ho... You’re too fast!"  

"Didn’t Anna train you? How can you be this slow?"  

Was it because I entrusted myself to my speed?  

Or was it because of the deep night under the full moon?  

My chest swelled with excitement.  

Running through the night with someone I liked made my whole body thrill.  

As if to prove my excitement, my fox ears perked up sharply.  

The symptoms of this damned condition were actually useful for once.  

Unfamiliar, lively Japanese music filled the streets.  

We weaved through tourists and locals, enjoying the rush of speed.  

"A short woman dressed as a gumiho, a tall woman in hanbok."  

The security team shouted our descriptions as they chased us.  

The closer their voices got, the louder my heartbeat pounded.  

As we squeezed through the crowd into a back alley—  

I spotted a mask shop from earlier.  

Their stall had various animal masks hanging in a row.  

To hide our faces, I quickly stole two masks.  

Then, I handed one to my sister.  

Still running, she clumsily put it on.  

A wolf mask.

It was a soft brown color, just like my her hair.  

I also picked up a fox mask with a sharp, well-defined nose.  

Wearing it made me feel even less of a sense of morality.  

We became one with the night, dashing through the damp back alley like a single creature.  

Trampling over someone's carefully tended vegetable garden.  

Pressing down on air conditioning units as we vaulted over the walls.  

The moment we landed on the other side, the security team lying in ambush swung their batons at us.  

They almost managed to grab the hem of my robe with their swift hands.  

"Found them! Request reinforcements now!"  

But with my more agile body, I leaped high into the air with my noona.  

And as if mocking the security team, I used one of their shoulders as a stepping stone to propel myself even higher.  

The hunters' jaws dropped at the inhuman movements.  

They could do nothing but stare in disbelief as we disappeared into the distance.  

This was fun.  

I felt the same exhilaration as when I escaped from Assemblywoman Park’s lab.  

But this time, it wasn’t terrifying or chilling.  

The traditional music played in sync with our footsteps.  

I held hands with my first love, something I had long wished for.  

It felt like we were lovers eloping from the world.  

"Haa..."  

How long had we been running?  

The blaring Japanese traditional music and the stomping of security boots had faded.  

Finally, I had enough time to glance back.  

The bustling Japanese village now looked as small as a dwarf town.  

At last, we had reached the stone bridge connecting the two folk villages.  

"Si-ho... You’re too fast..."  

That brief moment of time—  

My noona clutched her chest, gasping for breath as if in pain.  

Her white jeogori was drenched in sweat.  

It clung to her, outlining the elegant curves of her body.  

I stared blankly at the silhouette.  

"Aren't you tired?"  

Despite our rough sprint, she worried about me first.  

Her warm gaze made me smile.  

"No, my stamina has been really great lately."  

"That’s good to hear."  

Soon, she lifted the corners of her lips as well.  

She took off her mask and pushed it up onto her forehead like goggles.  

Her fresh, sweat-dappled face was revealed.  

She had an air of grace, as if she knew nothing about love or romance.  

Maybe it was because I saw her face dripping with sweat—  

But my animal instincts seemed to grow stronger.  

I swallowed the saliva pooling in my mouth.  

Then, I quickly shook my head from side to side.  

Get a grip.  

This is just because of the disease.  

No matter how much I liked my noona, not like this...  

I pressed my fox mask firmly onto my face.  

Ji-soo definitely liked men.  

Not someone with a delicate body like mine, but a sturdy man who could protect her.  

"Should we take a break? We’ve put some distance from the Japanese village."  

"Let’s do that. Running for so long wore me out."  

We stood on the stone bridge, slowly catching our breath.  

The bridge was eerily quiet.  

Only the faint chirping of crickets filled the silence.  

"This is so awkward..."  

I was glad I was wearing the fox mask.  

At least my embarrassed expression was hidden.  

Avoiding her gaze, I shoved both hands into my robe’s pockets.  

Then, my fingers brushed against the warm surface of my phone.  

To break the awkwardness, I took it out.  

I forced myself to check if there were any messages.  

"I got a call..."  

"From who?"  

"Executor."  

She had called four times.  

She must be furious that I disappeared without a word.  

"Aren’t you going to call her back?"  

"It’s fine, I think."  

Honestly, just imagining her angry face unsettled me.  

But if I told her I was with my noona, she’d probably let it slide...  

I had a guardian with me, so she’d forgive me.  

After steadying my breath, I shoved the phone back into my pocket.  

I took a deep inhale.  

Then, I looked up at the night sky.  

My noona followed my gaze, staring at the black expanse above.  

We had so much to say to each other, yet we simply looked at the same sky in silence.  

But...  

For how much longer?

It had already been nearly two months since I reunited with her.  

Every time she asked about the strange things about me, I always dodged the question.  

And I kept hiding my feelings for her.  

Was I going to keep it hidden forever?  

"..."  

I asked myself.  

But my foolish heart couldn’t give me an answer.  

As if to fill the emptiness between us, the sky above the Japanese village began to brighten.  

Soon, a sharp rocket sound echoed from the horizon.  

We instinctively turned our ears toward the sound.  

"Do you hear that, noona?"  

"Yeah."  

Fireworks.  

The highlight of the festival had begun on the Japanese village’s side.  

"It’s beautiful..."  

"Yeah, it looks like a scene from a movie."  

Brilliant, multicolored fireworks bloomed, filling the lonely night sky.  

Just like how my sister had appeared in my desolate world after I was possessed.  

We watched the dazzling display in a daze.  

The awkward atmosphere between us finally eased.  

My noona looked down at me quietly.  

I, too, looked up at her.  

The golden light of the fireworks reflected in her eyes.  

Fueled by their radiance, she finally spoke.  

And like the fireworks that shot into the sky, she said to me—  

"Si-ho, can I finish what I was saying earlier?"  

I couldn’t answer her.  

Seeing my hesitation, she slowly stepped closer.  

"Actually, I know about Do-hyun’s little sister."  

My chest dropped at the word ‘little sister.’  

Could it be... Had she already figured it out?  

"She... died a long time ago. And she didn’t have any healing abilities."  

There was no way out of this.  

Her gaze, filled with certainty, locked onto me.  

"You... Could you be Do-hyun?"  

Beautiful fireworks exploded in the sky.  

Behind my mask, my eyes trembled violently.  

Using the loud sound as cover, I stepped toward her.  

A soft floral scent drifted from her as I got closer.  

Drunk on that scent, I whispered—  

"I’m sorry, unni."  

I gently lifted my fox mask.  

And then... I softly pressed my lips against Ji-soo’s.  

I silenced her question with a kiss.  

At that moment, her golden eyes shimmered with shock.  

On the bridge, only the sound of fireworks bursting filled the silence.  

Soon, our lips parted.  

"I don’t think I’ll ever be able to answer that question."  

I slowly lifted my mask again.  

Then, I firmly pulled it back down.  

That way, I could shamelessly say—  

"This was an apology kiss."  

I brushed back the strands of her tousled hair.  

"It’s fine since we’re both girls, right? A friendship kiss..."  

With those final words, I abruptly turned away.  

Then, I sprinted into the dark folk village.  

I didn’t look back once as I ran.  

The shame of having my identity exposed to her was unbearable.  

The unmanly way I had behaved all this time.  

The fact that there wasn’t even a trace of Do-hyun left in me.  

She would never see me as Do-hyun again.  

Maybe she was even shocked by how much I had changed.  

The thought of that made tears slip down beneath my mask as I ran.  

Frustrated, I ripped off the mask and simply kept running.  

With every step, the Mark of Servitude on my neck burned hot.  

It tormented me for resisting my instincts and suppressing my urges.  

But I clenched my teeth and fought against it.  

All I could do was run—run as far away from her as possible.  

「---.」  

She simply watched as I disappeared into the distance.  

She mumbled softly to herself.  

"Do-hyun..."  

Like a noble lady encountering a divine being, she stared blankly into the darkness.  

And then, as if her legs gave out, she collapsed onto the bridge.  

Even when facing an A-rank hunter.  

Even when fighting a ranker like 08.  

She had always stood strong.

  
    Chapter 139 Mimosa 1

    The day after we caught the drug addict in the International Village.  

I spent the entire day in Ansan searching for the drug factory.  

But I couldn't focus on work at all.  

Last night, after Si-ho met Ji-soo in the middle of the night, something changed.  

She came back and said nothing to me.  

She just lay in bed like a sick fox, saying she was tired.  

At first, I thought she was just exhausted and avoiding me.  

So, out of sheer frustration, I was about to scold her for rejecting my touch.  

But...  

When I lifted her shoulder, I saw tears welling in her eyes.  

Only then did I realize the gravity of the situation and asked her what had happened.  

But Si-ho didn’t tell me anything.  

She just kept mumbling apologies.  

Because of that, from morning until now, I couldn’t stop thinking about Si-ho.  

"Even now, I..."  

Even now, am I still someone who can’t hear her secrets?  

It made me feel both disappointed and frustrated.  

What kind of relationship did she have with Ji-soo that I couldn't even wedge myself between them?  

I thought about teasing her in bed to make her talk...  

But I wasn’t confident I could handle the guilt that would follow.  

Ever since I joined Ilshim, I decided to become the worst kind of villain, but I guess I still had a long way to go.  

The only time I managed to escape those thoughts was when my phone rang on the way home from work.  

"Yes, this is Executor."  

"Han Team Leader, where are you right now?"  

"I'm at the mart in front of my house."  

"Our daughter-in-law is acting strange. She stays holed up in her room all day... Doesn't even pick up the phone..."  

Even the usually bright Vice Chairman sounded depressed.  

Hearing her voice made me anxious too.  

"I’ll head over right away."  

"Alright. You, as her partner, should take care of her."  

Partner, huh...  

The words I had thrown out carelessly to save her had somehow become an established fact.  

Of course, living with Si-ho forever would be enjoyable, but...  

Once we caught Park Shin-ae, that life would come to an end.  

"Did she like meat...?"  

The elegant sound of music filled the mart.  

Today, I planned to cook dinner for Si-ho, who was stuck in her room.  

I wasn’t skilled at cooking, but I had looked up some recipes online.  

How to grill steak, how to haggle for meat prices, and so on.  

Normally, the Vice Chairman and I would just call in a catering service or go to a restaurant.  

Trying to cook myself felt much more complicated.  

"But I have to do it myself."  

With that determination, I headed to the butcher’s section.  

On the way, people kept glancing at me.  

For a moment, I wondered if they recognized me as part of Ilshim.  

Thankfully, they were just staring blankly at my face.  

Ignoring their gazes, I arrived at the butcher’s counter.  

The butcher saw me and immediately straightened up in surprise.  

"Tenderloin, please."  

"Uh, how much would you like...?"  

He asked while nervously adjusting his bangs.  

I wasn’t in the mood to deal with a man, so I brushed it off.  

"Just give me whatever. Make it good for grilling steak."  

"Understood."  

He replied shyly and took out the meat.  

Then, with an almost excessive amount of care, he sliced it beautifully and wrapped it up.  

"How much?"  

"Just 100,000 won per kilo..."  

Cheaper than I expected.  

It was only much later that I realized he had deliberately given me a discount.  

"Next is vegetables."  

Checking my meticulously written memo, I confirmed the vegetable ingredients.  

Garlic and asparagus.  

I grabbed some garlic and asparagus and tossed them into my green shopping basket.  

Just as I was about to head back to the checkout counter, my gaze drifted toward the liquor section.  

"..."  

Cocktail...  

Si-ho always looked happy whenever she made one.  

In the end, it was alcohol that brought us together.  

Come to think of it, ever since she moved into my penthouse, she hasn’t made a single drink.  

Maybe if she could make cocktails again, her mood would lighten up a little.  

Fueled by that thought, I approached the display stand.  

Then, my eyes landed on a bottle with a thick old man grinning on the label.  

Champagne, huh...  

A drink to celebrate victory.  

As if possessed, I picked it up and placed it in my basket.  

If it’s a sweet, fizzy champagne, Si-ho will definitely enjoy it.  

Though, I wasn’t sure if alcohol was good for someone who had turned into a fox...  

Carrying my now heavier basket, I headed to the checkout counter.  

A kind-looking older woman started scanning my items one by one.  

Then, just as she grabbed the liquor bottle.  

She saw the reflection of my Ilshim mark on the glass and looked up.  

"You’re from Ilshim, aren’t you...?"  

"Yes."  

People usually react in one of two ways when they see the Ilshim mark.  

If they’re in a region under Ilshim’s protection, they show gratitude.  

If not, they recoil in fear.  

This area wasn’t exactly Ilshim’s territory, but it was on the border.  

She was probably scared of me.  

"Thank you so much for what you did last time."  

"Last time...?"  

My red eyes gleamed sharply.  

Something happened here?  

"A few days ago, Ilshim rankers protected us from a robber who came in."  

I see.  

Now that she mentioned it, I think Black Snake reported something like that...  

I was too busy chasing down that damned Park Shin-ae to pay attention.  

"I should have thanked the young lady with the fox ears back then too...!"  

"Fox ears?"  

"Yes! She was with some well-dressed hunters when they subdued him. They looked like a real team—."  

She mimed swinging a baseball bat.  

A team, huh...  

It’s already been two months since Si-ho started hanging around Ilshim.  

At Ilshim, after about that long, people start considering you family.  

Then, does that mean we’re family too?  

I clenched the plastic bag tightly.  

And leisurely made my way back home.  

But unlike before, Si-ho didn’t come running to greet me.  

The spacious penthouse was eerily silent.  

"You’re back...?"  

"Yeah, did something happen?"  

The Vice Chairman peeked out from behind the couch.  

In a hushed voice, she spoke to me.  

"No, I just felt like I should stay quiet...!"  

"Ah... Where’s Si-ho?"  

"She’s in her room...! Probably asleep."  

I placed the grocery bags on the table.  

Then, making sure she could hear me, I walked noisily toward the bedroom.  

"Si-ho, are you asleep?"  

"..."  

Her figure stood out against the blanket.  

I slowly approached and tapped her shoulder.  

"Ah... Executor, you’re home?"  

Her drooping ears twitched weakly.  

Si-ho looked up at me with half-lidded eyes.  

She looked so adorable I wanted to kiss her right away, but she was too pale and exhausted.  

"You must be hungry...? I should have made dinner, but I dozed off..."  

She rubbed her eyes groggily and tried to sit up.  

But since she had been lying down for too long, she wobbled as she got up.  

"It’s fine, just stay in bed. Come out when I call you."  

"Huh...? Why?"  

Maybe because she was still drowsy, her voice wasn’t as neutral as usual—it was unexpectedly cute.  

I chuckled and patted her on the head.  

"Tonight, I’m cooking for you."  

"Really?"  

For the first time, her hazy eyes brightened.  

Was the idea of me cooking really that shocking...?  

"Are you sure you can manage?"  

"Yeah, it’s just a simple steak."  

Chewing on my nicotine gum, I headed to the kitchen.  

Si-ho, looking concerned, clasped her hands together and carefully followed me.  

"Steak isn’t as easy as it looks..."  

I sat her down.  

Then, confidently tied on an apron.  

The Vice Chairman, who had been lounging on the sofa, stared at me.  

"Wow— I’ve never seen Team Leader Han wear an apron before."  

"W-What do you mean? I cook sometimes too."  

Now she was making it obvious that I was bad at cooking.  

For the first time in my life, I felt resentful toward the Vice Chairman.  

"Oh, instant ramen? Yeah, you’re amazing at that. Just toss in a ton of green onions—."  

"Vice Chairman!"  

"Ah, my eardrums! Alright—alright, I got it. I’m really—looking forward to Team Leader Han’s cooking. Right, Si-ho?"  

She grinned and suddenly grabbed Si-ho’s shoulder.  

At the touch, Si-ho’s ears perked straight up, but she forced a smile and nodded.  

"Yes... I’m really looking forward to it."  

Yeah, go ahead and look forward to it.  

I’ll make sure to make you smile again.  

I picked up the frying pan.  

Maybe the Vice Chairman had washed it—there was still water dripping from it.  

Well, it’ll dry on its own.  

I placed the pan on the gas stove.  

Then, I poured in a generous amount of olive oil.  

They said if you don’t put in enough, the meat will burn.  

But...  

That was a huge mistake.  

"---!"  

Barely a few seconds after turning on the heat, hot oil started popping off the pan like bullets.  

Oil splattered everywhere, and even the Vice Chairman yelped and scrambled away.  

"What the hell is that?!"  

The kitchen was on the verge of turning into a disaster zone.  

Damn it, what do I do...  

Seeing the mess, Si-ho quickly shouted.  

"Ex-Executor! The pot lid, quick!"  

Following her words, I frantically searched the kitchen counter.  

I finally found a pot lid and slammed it down onto the frying pan.  

"Haa..."  

"Should I just do it instead...?"  

Si-ho cautiously approached, already looking worried.  

I immediately grabbed her and sat her back down at the table.  

"No way! I’m doing this for you!"  

Once again, I made her worry.  

Damn it... They say cooking is a battle, and they weren’t wrong.  

I can’t take this lightly.  

I focused all my strength into my red eyes.  

Back when I fought in that all-out war against the Association’s rankers...  

Just focus like I did back then!  

I turned off the stove.  

Then, I scrubbed the frying pan with paper towels.  

"Phew... Let’s try this again."  

I secured my apron tightly.  

Then, adjusting my voice, I tied my hair back into a ponytail like a real chef.  

Si-ho stared at me blankly.  

"What’s wrong?"  

"Huh? Oh... I just saw a mole on your neck."  

"This is your first time noticing?"  

"Uh... yeah."  

Her random comment gave me a fun idea for a prank.  

I smirked and leaned in close, whispering.  

"I’ll let you look all you want later."  

"Uh...?"  

"So eat my food and snap out of it."  

At my words, Si-ho instantly froze like a block of ice.  

Seeing us, the Vice Chairman chuckled.  

"You guys are cute."  

I ran a finger over the freshly wiped frying pan.  

Good, not a drop of water left.  

This time, I poured in just a little oil.  

Then, I tilted the pan to spread it evenly.  

I turned the stove back on.  

Then, I placed the bright red, perfectly cut tenderloin onto the pan.  

"---."  

The sizzle of meat echoed through the entire penthouse.  

At the sound of sizzling, Si-ho's fangs peeked out from between her lips as if entranced.  

I was so distracted staring at them that I almost missed the timing to season the steak.  

A light sprinkle of salt and pepper—twice on the top.  

Then, after flipping it—twice again on the other side.  

Perfect.  

The once-red meat began to turn a golden brown.  

Because I kept a close watch, the center remained juicy and red, perfectly cooked to medium.  

"Ah, right. The vegetables..."  

I muttered unconsciously.  

At that moment, I heard someone snicker behind me.  

"Ah, no—it’s just... you’re cute."  

What?  

Did she just call me cute?  

Unbelievable.  

A fox, daring to say that to her master...  

I narrowed my red eyes, and Si-ho immediately shrank back.  

She clamped her mouth shut and waited obediently for the food.  

Lately, she’s been getting too bold.  

"But still..."  

Seeing her gloomy face finally lighten up a bit put me in a good mood.  

Yeah, this should be enough.  

Once her mood improves, I’ll make sure to ask.  

Just what the hell happened between her and Ji-soo.  
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    I flipped the meat over as meticulously as if I were torturing someone.  

Before long, it was complete.  

A perfectly golden-brown steak.  

Asparagus drizzled smoothly with olive oil.  

And the most expensive store-bought demi-glace sauce I could find.  

My very first creation...  

  

Grade: ★★☆ (Ordinary)  

Effect: Gradually restores 30% stamina over one minute upon consumption.  

Info: A steak made by Executor after much trial and error. The doneness is off, and the cooking method is disastrous, but it is filled with sincerity, made solely with Si-ho in mind. Isn't this the kind of taste a father’s steak would have?  

“...”  

She didn’t say a word.  

She simply took the steak plate from me in silence.  

“Team Leader Han, what about me?”  

The Vice Chairman asked, resting her chin on her hand.  

With a playful smile.  

At work, she was the most formidable and reliable ranker...  

But today, she felt more like a mischievous cousin trying to get in the way between Si-ho and me.  

“This is the Ilshim Penthouse. Is there a chef with an open schedule right now...?”  

Casually, I turned on my phone and called a restaurant I managed.  

At that, the Vice Chairman shook her head, speaking in a slightly sulky tone.  

“Aah— Not a catering service! I want to eat a steak made by our Team Leader Han too.”  

“My apologies, Vice Chairman. I failed to prepare enough meat...”  

“Vice Chairman, you can share with me. I haven’t been eating well lately anyway...”  

“Oh no, that won’t do. Our daughter-in-law needs to eat a lot when she’s sick.”  

Only then did the Vice Chairman wave her hand dismissively, saying it was just a joke.  

Then, she urged her to hurry and eat.  

“I guess I’ll just go to Kimbap Heaven with Black Snake then—.”  

The Vice Chairman, being a thirty-year-old woman, had quick wits.  

Despite her youthful appearance, she shot me a knowing look and winked before pretending to take a call from Black Snake and stepping outside.  

Thank you, Vice Chairman...  

Thanks to her stepping away, I could finally focus on Si-ho again.  

I was curious too.  

How would Si-ho react to my first attempt at cooking...?  

After all, I was more used to handling human flesh than making food, so I was surely clumsy.  

Even so...  

I wanted to hear her thoughts directly.  

Si-ho gently tucked her hair behind her ear.  

Revealing the delicate curve of her slender neck.  

I wanted to sink my teeth into that soft flesh.  

But as soon as the brand of Park Shin-ae wrapped around her nape was exposed, that urge completely vanished.  

“...”

Si-ho took a bite of the meat, her elongated fangs sinking into it.  

And at that moment...  

The dullness in her eyes began to shine.  

As the light returned to her gaze, she swallowed the meat and stared straight at me.  

“Does it taste okay...?”  

My heart pounded as I asked.  

Was this how Si-ho always felt when she made me cocktails?  

I deeply regretted dropping that glass on the floor the day we first met, saying it wasn’t good.  

Soon, her moist lips parted.  

In a small voice, she murmured to me.  

“It’s so delicious...”  

She covered her lips with the back of her hand.  

Then, she kept nodding as if trying to confirm that it still tasted good.  

“Really...?”  

“Yeah. Out of all the meat I’ve ever had, this is the best.”  

A formal compliment that made me chuckle involuntarily.  

I held back my laughter and shook my head firmly.  

“Of course. It’s an expensive tenderloin.”  

“No...”  

Si-ho hesitated, as if struggling to find the right reaction.  

She seemed lost on how to express it.  

And in the end, instead of answering, her eyes welled up with tears.  

Then, in a trembling voice, she whispered.  

“Do I even deserve to be this happy...?”  

Her sudden sadness made me frown.  

I set down the tongs I was holding and kneeled in front of her.  

“Why, what’s wrong...? Is it because of yesterday again?”  

Did I fail again?  

I couldn’t even comfort my own girl—clearly, I still had a long way to go.  

As I silently berated myself, my gaze landed on her trembling lips.  

And at that moment, a memory surfaced.  

On the day my father scolded me, he had made me a hamburger steak to cheer me up and said—  

‘Su-rin, food has a mysterious power.’  

‘It can melt even the hardest hearts.’  

‘And it can solve problems that once seemed impossible to untangle.’  

Just like my father had said, a change came over Si-ho.  

She finally began to pour out, in tears, the story she had kept secret from me all this time.  

“Executor...”  

The kitchen, which should have been filled with happiness, became a sea of her tears.  

I wiped them away myself with a tissue.  

“Go ahead, cry if you need to. Let it all out and take your time to talk.”  

It took three tissues before she finally calmed down.  

Even after the tears had stopped, she kept hiccupping.  

But unlike the emptiness that had filled her eyes before, now they were alive again.  

Si-ho gazed at me intently.  

Then, in a quiet voice, she spoke.  

“Do you remember the night we all stayed over at my place?”  

“Oh, you mean what happened on the balcony?”  

“Yeah...”  

She looked as if she was finally ready to release the weight in her heart.  

Then, with trembling fingers, she clasped my palm.  

“The secret from that night... Can I tell you now?”  

“I’m ready. Whatever it is.”  

I intertwined our fingers together.  

Then, I gently pressed a reassuring kiss against her cheek.  

Her eyes trembled.  

Si-ho steadied her voice, placing a hand over her chest.  

“The truth is... The person inside this body isn’t Han Si-ho.”  

“What do you mean, not Han Si-ho...?”  

My red eyes glowed ominously.  

Si-ho shrank back slightly, lowering her head.  

Then, in a tiny voice, she muttered.  

“I’m actually someone else who possessed this girl’s body...”  

“Possessed...?”

“Yeah... And Ji-soo noona was my comrade before I possessed this body.”  

At first, I couldn’t comprehend what she was saying.  

Possession...? I had never heard of such an ability in my life.  

“Then, are you telling me that the Si-ho who made me recall my memories with my father... isn’t actually you?”  

“No, that’s not it...! The Si-ho you knew back then is still me!”  

“How am I supposed to believe that?”  

“It’s true. I possessed this body long before I ever met you.”  

Was it because of the sudden revelation?  

Si-ho felt unfamiliar to me.  

But I had promised.  

No matter what she said, I would believe her.  

So I had to trust her.  

If I wanted to repay the love this girl had given me until now.  

I tightened my grip around her interlocked fingers.  

Then, a faint glow began to radiate from Si-ho’s hands.  

Mesmerized by that light, I gazed at her blankly.  

Her teary black eyes rippled like the night sea.  

I was drawn into their depths.  

And gradually, I could glimpse her emotions—her memories.  

「---.」  

At first, I only went to Ilshim because I wanted to make money from cocktails.  

That was where I met Executor for the first time—someone with terrifying eyes that didn’t match her beautiful face.  

At first sight, her crimson eyes were utterly frightening.  

Not to mention her gruesome ability to collect corpses...  

I regretted approaching her.  

I just wanted to run away.  

But... when I peeked into her memories using Angelic Hand...  

The love, the regret, and the longing she held for her father made me realize—  

Executor was human, too.  

And... I wanted to comfort her.  

At the time, I felt more guilty about deceiving her than anything.  

I thought healing the wounds in her heart was more important.  

Thankfully, through my cocktails, she slowly began to mend.  

I thought everything was going well.  

But at some point...  

I had grown used to wearing stockings, used to reaching for liquor with this small body...  

Yet, every time I saw Executor and Anna, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was deceiving them.  

No.  

Maybe I really was deceiving them.  

I never told them I had seen their memories.  

I simply understood their sorrow and hardships... and made cocktails that suited them.  

At first, seeing Executor and Anna happy made me happy too.  

But... would they still like me if they knew the truth?  

If they knew I wasn’t just some ordinary girl...  

That in my past life, I was nothing more than a useless, discarded male healer?  

That doubt consumed me like a crashing wave, drowning me in guilt.  

It felt like I was precariously balancing on a tightrope my entire life.  

And then, the moment came when that feeling reached its peak.  

Ji-soo noona...  

The person who gave me the advice that allowed me to survive.  

My first love.  

She was alive.  

Trapped inside a glass chamber, used as an experiment.  

I wanted to save her.  

I wanted to rescue her and take revenge on the bastards who did this to us.  

But with my weak power alone, it seemed impossible.  

So...  

At first, I thought about asking Anna and Executor for help.  

They were strong, and they cared about me.  

But... but...  

That would mean using them.  

Even if I was a possessor...  

I truly loved everyone I met in this life.  

I wanted to be happy with them forever.  

So, I had to resolve this myself.  

I would save noona with my own strength and be happy with everyone.  

With that decision, I headed alone to the deep underground laboratory.  

And then...  

「---.」  

In the end, I was captured.  

I managed to rescue noona, but I couldn’t escape.  

The poison I had created was injected into my body.  

As the cold liquid coursed through my veins, chills ran through my entire body.  

Was I going to lose all my memories like this?  

I was scared.  

And at that moment, two people I never wanted to forget came to mind.  

It wasn’t Ji-soo noona, the one I had just rescued.  

It was Anna and Executor—  

The two who had always been by my side.  

Their faces flickered in my mind.  

Help me...  

I don’t want to forget...!  

「Han Si-ho’s memory sequence has ended.」  

I snapped back to reality.  

This feeling... I remember it.  

The first time Si-ho made me Red Eye.  

I unknowingly dozed off that day.  

But that was just an illusion.  

It was Angelic Hand’s ability.  

I squeezed my eyes shut and slowly opened them again.

At that moment, I saw a girl cupping her own cheek with my palm.  

Her face was as pure as the first time I had seen her.  

Even after witnessing her memories flicker past like a film, she was still the same lovable Han Si-ho to me.  

“Executor...”  

“...”  

“Can you forgive me?”  

Si-ho murmured in a sorrowful voice.  

A voice wrung out after she forced herself to swallow the lump in her throat.  

Hearing that voice... I felt my eyes sting without realizing it.  

I hadn’t shed a single tear since my father died...  

Was it because I had glimpsed the pain Si-ho had endured?  

My chest ached so much I could hardly bear it.  

As if...  

Just like how she had empathized with me after seeing my memories, I was now doing the same for her.  

“So this is what it feels like.”  

The one lingering doubt that had been imprinted in my mind finally unraveled.  

The reason I had always liked Si-ho.  

I had found my answer.  

It wasn’t just because she was beautiful.  

It was because of her heart—a heart like my father’s, one that listened and understood.  

That was what I loved.  

Who she was in her past life didn’t matter in the slightest.  

A sense of calm washed over me.  

I wanted to say this answer out loud.  

But...  

Sometimes, we use a drink instead of words to convey things that are too difficult to express.  

I had learned that from someone.  

A small bartender at Moment.  

“Si-ho.”  

I whispered gently to her.  

At some point, her radiant glow had transferred to my hand.  

“I’ll make you a cocktail.”  

‘Just like you did for me.’  

I took out the cocktail ingredients I had brought.  

And for the first time in my life, I poured a drink for someone else.  

I knew nothing about bartending, but it didn’t matter.  

I was simply doing this for the one girl who had brought me happiness.  

A clean glass...  

I poured in fresh orange juice, filling half the glass. (1/2 full.)  

Then, I carefully uncorked a bottle of smooth champagne.  

Making sure it didn’t overflow, I gently poured it over the juice. (1/2 full.)  

I sliced an orange peel from the kitchen and placed it as a garnish.  

  

Grade: ★★★★★ (Epic)  

Effect: Permanently increases Calm by 20.  

Info: A cocktail meticulously researched and prepared by Executor. She made it for Si-ho, who would undoubtedly be shaken after revealing her secret. It was also her honest response to her confession.  

Mimosa was originally named after a flower.  

And its flower language is... friendship and delicate heart.
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    Si-ho held the orange cocktail with trembling hands.

It was the first time someone had made a cocktail for her, despite her having made them for others all her life.

Perhaps it was because of this first experience, her heart throbbed so much that she almost spilled the drink.

"I'll drink it well..."

She carefully sipped the glass to her lips.

Then, with her eyes half-closed, she slowly savored the cocktail a precious person had made for her.

The refreshing and sweet taste of orange wetting her tongue.

Followed by the popping and refreshing champagne.

The bitter taste of alcohol was almost imperceptible in this ecstatic drink.

She had often made and tasted cocktails of five stars or more herself.

This glass was a new taste that overturned all the cocktails she had ever drank.

"Ah..."

Si-ho rubbed her reddened eyes with her fingers.

Thanks to that, tears streamed down the tips of her cheeks.

"Why are you crying..."

Her hunched shoulders trembled.

She was so small that she fit perfectly against my chest.

With her body against mine, she seemed to stabilize, murmuring in a small voice.

"No... just thankful..."

"There's nothing to be thankful for. You didn't possess because you wanted to. It was all just fate."

Yes, since he became Si-ho.

He just struggled to survive and reached this place.

Everything was just fate.

And I was also a part of that process.

"My heart feels at ease thanks to you..."

"Yes, Ji-soo will understand. If it's tough, I'll go with you."

"Okay..."

Perhaps it was because of the promise to go together.

Si-ho pressed her face against my shoulder and took a deep breath.

Thanks to that, our bras rubbed against each other.

The sensation soon intensified until our breasts were pressed tightly against each other.

"Shall we have another drink?"

"Yes. Please, bartender."

Si-ho said with mischievously wide eyes, as if teasing.

Captivated by her sly look, I playfully flicked her fox ears with my fingers.

Then I got up and made another Mimosa for her.

Unlike the first time, Si-ho began to drink more actively.

Fortunately, it still tasted good.

"How long has it been?"

We drank cocktails until our faces turned red.

A pleasantly drunk Si-ho smiled sheepishly every time our eyes met.

To think that face used to be a man's...

It was unbelievable.

Of course, I didn't mean it in a bad way.

It's just unbelievable how slyly beautiful he is now than when he was a man.

With her hand interlocked alone, draped over the table.

Thanks to that, her chest was pressed and swelled into a provocative shape.

Anyone could see she was in the guise of a seductive female.

Because of that provocative look, I teased her.

"But you know..."

"Uh-huh..."

"Were you really a man?"

I asked with narrowed eyes and my chin propped.

Then Si-ho steadied her voice and unlocked her fingers.

And instinctively slipped her hands on both sides of her thighs.

"You saw with Angelic Hand..."

"So, how does it feel?"

"What kind of feeling suddenly?"

"About becoming a woman from a man."

"It's not like my body has transformed, I possessed someone else, so I don't know."

She avoided my gaze at the sensitive question.

But, thanks to the alcohol, the words flowed smoothly.

"So, after it happened, you must have touched yourself."

I slowly approached her.

And rubbed the taut flesh of her thighs.

At that touch, Si-ho's ears sensitively perked up.

She seemed to be out of breath as white breath escaped her mouth.

"Ah, no... I didn't have the time to care about that..."

"Ah- so that means the thing you said about never having masturbated before was true."

"I didn't do that either!"

Si-ho shuddered like a teenage girl.

She's really fun to tease.

Thanks to her usual character, which tries to respond sincerely to every word, her flustered look at a joke like this is cute.

Perhaps it was because of the rising intoxication.

I felt like being more mischievously playful.

"Then, have you ever kissed Ji-soo? Back when you were a man."

At the mention of the name Ji-soo, Si-ho's eyes sparkled.

She hesitated for a moment before mumbling.

"No... I haven't yet. It was just my unrequited love..."

The expression of embarrassment somehow irritates me.

Thinking about Ji-soo while making such a face in front of me.

It's offensive.

A desire to conquer wells up from deep within my chest.

Perhaps it's the heat.

I ended up unbuttoning three buttons of my tightly closed dress shirt.

Because of that, the scent of my body emanates from the pressure of my chest.

I moved close enough for Si-ho to sense that fragrance.

This foolish fox can't control her instincts and reason to the point of idiocy.

I know Ji-soo is a good person.

She doesn't judge people by power or ranking but recognizes them for their inner qualities—an ideal woman.

A lover whose heart is akin to Si-ho's.

But...

Opposites make a better pair, don't they?

"So... I was your first kiss?"

"Uh...?"

Knowing that fact makes me want to steal it more.

I want to... possess it.

"Right. I took your first."

"Did... did you?"

Si-ho's eyes swirl in confusion.

Her hands, instinctively fearful, flail about.

"Don't you remember?"

Then, I must show her directly.

Who her master was.

I interlocked my fingers with her wandering hands.

And pushed those hands back over the chair.

"Lips."

A command given after a long time.

For a moment, Si-ho stared blankly as if enchanted by those two words.

Then, when her eyes suddenly met my red gaze.

Her mouth opened unwittingly.

A hot breath rose from within.

I wanted to breathe in that heat.

Soon, I locked my lips onto her plump ones.

And breathed in deeply.

Perhaps it was because of the Mimosa.

A fragrant orange scent spread between our mouths.

Thanks to that, longer than usual.

More intensely.

I could freely violate her mouth.

Si-ho, too, trembled her thighs in ecstasy, feeling her master's touch after a long time.

But I didn't care and engraved myself on her even more forcefully.

We kissed madly all day long.

"---!"

Perhaps I pushed too hard.

The chair toppled backwards.

But even in that fallen state, the kiss continued.

Whenever she seemed to suffocate, I'd let go briefly, and as soon as she regained her senses, I'd breathe into her again.

Before long, only the fragrant orange scent swirled in Si-ho's mouth.

"Know that you're lucky."

I climbed on top of her as she lay unprotected on the kitchen floor.

My black hair cascaded down, covering the light.

"Daring to think of another woman in front of me... and even crying...?"

Her face darkened.

Only her black eyes sparkled.

"If it weren't for the special reason of possession, I would have locked you up for life in a place no one knows."

Si-ho's body trembled.

But it wasn't just out of fear.

It was a mysterious expression mixed with the chill of wanting to be violated and fear.

A look both fearful and excited.

"This is your true nature. More bitchy and despicable than anyone."

"No... it's all because of the drugs and the mark..."

"When will you stop blaming others?"

My red eyes look down on Si-ho with an arrogant expression.

I then grabbed her elongated fangs and shook them.

"Admit it. You're a masochistic bitch."

"I... I don't want to..."

Even though she already complies by bringing her lips to mine when I command.

It's laughable and contemptible.

Maybe I should increase the commands?

"Lift your arms up."

I commanded as if I were addressing a beast, still holding onto her fangs.

Si-ho then tightly closed her eyes.

However, such timid defiance was futile.

If she truly disliked it, she would have run away from here immediately.

Confident in this, I whispered to her again.

"Aren't you going to kiss me again?"

Hearing that whisper, Si-ho's fox eyes flashed open once more.

Kiss controls, for her who originally had a weak mouth.

Eventually, she began to slowly raise her trembling hands.

Thanks to that, I could now freely explore her body.

Was it because of the Mimosa that spilled?

Or perhaps it was the heat of the moment.

Si-ho's white T-shirt was thoroughly soaked, revealing everything underneath.

Her bra, accented with black lace and designed to provocatively gather her breasts, became prominent.

"What's this... you're still wearing the couple's underwear I gave you."

"I wore it because I had nothing else to change into..."

Si-ho murmured with a flushed face turned away.

"Go ahead, masturbate then."

Let's see how far she can endure.

I completely unbuttoned the dress shirt I was wearing.

Thanks to that, a bra identical to Si-ho's was revealed.

I placed my hands over her soaked T-shirt.

And I caressed her breasts as if taming them, making circular motions.

Despite wearing a T-shirt, she tightly clenched her thighs.

I mocked that silly action by pressing my lips against the shirt.

And licked the Mimosa-soaked fabric.

Biting it, I squeezed out the juice.

"..."

But something was off.

Had I put milk in the Mimosa?

A savory and peculiar taste rose from above the bra.

Could it be...

"Are you producing milk now?"

"Executor, please..."

Si-ho's voice was pained, as if she was embarrassed by this revelation.

She twisted her body, crossing her ankles.

A fox in heat producing milk.

Absurd.

Then, could it be that Anna had also indulged herself in such nectar alone?

I had been protecting this child up to now.

Considering her melancholic feelings, I comforted her...

There was no need for that.

Realizing this, strength surged through my hazy body.

Perhaps it was because of my own physical training, trying to become stronger.

I placed my hands on Si-ho's thighs and back.

And lifted her like a princess.

It was the first time Si-ho, having gained weight, felt light.

"!"

Surprised by the sensation, Si-ho.

She screamed briefly, unbelievably, considering she was once a man.

"Looks like you won't be seeing Ji-soo tomorrow, will you?"

"No, I can't..."

"What do you mean, you can't?"

I grabbed one of her breasts.

And pinched it as if administering a punishment.

Perhaps because of that touch.

Si-ho's T-shirt became thoroughly soaked with hot milk.

Seeing that made my own heart feel more sensitive.

Pleased with this, I curled my lips into a smile.

"I'll make you a perfect woman today."

I whispered into her fox ears with a provocative breath.

"So that you won't remember a thing about being a man."

Si-ho's cell phone clattered to the living room floor.

Ignoring it, I carried her towards the room.

Si-ho had succeeded.

In making me accept the fact that she was once a man.

Rather, that fact excited me even more.

I could teach a child who knew nothing of a woman's pleasure everything.

That night.

No one else came to the penthouse.

Only the voices of the two resonated throughout.
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    I felt all the strength drain from my body.

Si-ho, cradled in the arms of the Executor, forced herself to look away.

But turning away didn't change reality.

She knew it.

The moment she would enter that dark bed.

Something irreversible would happen.

The Executor's promise to make her a "complete woman."

The words were so chilling that Si-ho couldn't bear it.

She twisted her body, trying to struggle in any way she could.

But...

"···!"

She ended up sprawled across the bed.

Clearly, Si-ho was wearing a T-shirt over her bra.

But her nipples were so erect that they tented the thick bra.

And the breast milk began to slowly leak out.

Ashamed, Si-ho tried to cover her chest with both hands.

However, perhaps because she was hunched over, her breasts swelled into an even more obscene shape.

The Executor stared blankly at her.

Her red eyes still glimmered in the dark room.

Breathing heavily, the Executor slowly climbed on top of Si-ho.

And with her eyes widened horizontally, she made a look of grievance.

"I even prepared this for you···."

She pulled something that looked like a black band out of her pocket.

A black choker.

An artifact that negates the effects of the Mark of Servitude.

Holding the choker, she moved closer to Si-ho.

A red snake mark was embedded at the clasp.

"That fragrant smell..."

The Executor grabbed her neck with a lascivious expression.

And then began to forcefully fasten the choker.

The still stiff texture made her feel as if her neck was being tightly constricted.

As a result, Si-ho's mouth involuntarily opened, and her tongue protruded.

Having fastened the choker, the Executor suddenly grabbed Si-ho's cheeks.

Then, pressing their faces together, she began an intense kiss.

Her neck was constricted and her lips violated by the Executor.

The Executor's tongue entwined Si-ho's more forcefully than usual.

The fox, remembering this sensation, accepted her master's kiss with her tongue outstretched.

As she felt like she was about to lose consciousness from the lack of air, the master released her lips.

But she did not give her time to regain her senses.

With the choker secured, Si-ho had already become the possession of the Executor.

Just as she was about to catch her breath...

The Executor's long fingers touched her lower abdomen.

And began to slide down stealthily.

Instinctively, Si-ho tried to close her thighs.

But as her legs tightened, the Executor maliciously rubbed her privates with her fingers.

Eventually, they began to slip in slowly.

Perhaps because she was already sufficiently wet, the more Si-ho twitched, the deeper the fingers slid.

Si-ho did not want to remember this sensation.

However, her trained lower abdomen, as if obeying the touch, began to wriggle and feel the fingers.

She felt the thickness of the fingers twisting inside her.

"I... I don't want this..."

Her thighs parted.

The Executor firmly pinned Si-ho's legs with her knees.

And repeatedly bent the knuckles of the fingers inside her upwards.

"---!"

Thanks to this, Si-ho's lower abdomen swelled.

Her body, mistaking the fingers for a sexual organ, thrashed in delight.

The fingers continued to mischievously bend inside her.

At the same time, she pressed down on the abdomen to make the bent fingers tighten.

"Ah..."

That lascivious sensation was completely etched inside her.

From then on, she would tighten around the fingers whenever the Executor inserted them.

She had become a female capable of satisfying a male on her own.

"---!"

Soon, a sweet juice leaked out between her legs.

The Executor scooped up this juice and stretched it out into a sticky string.

And then directly showed the viscous fluid to Si-ho.

"Lascivious fox."

"No, I'm not a fox... This is just..."

Her denial was in vain.

She brazenly smeared the fluid on Si-ho's nose.

"That's right. Not yet."

The Executor smirked and stood up.

Then, she took a box from the table beside the bed.

"Until I attach this."

"What is that..."

Anxiety overwhelmed her.

A tuft of fur, the same color as Si-ho's fox ears, burst out of the opened box.

"What is it?"

The Executor soon showed her a long fox tail.

And, breathing heavily, she whispered.

"Your lost tail."

A... tail?

She had no idea where he planned to attach it.

At that chilling thought...

Si-ho instinctively tried to crawl out of the bed.

But...

In the moment of dizzying pleasure imprinted in her body, the Executor grabbed Si-ho's shoulders and pinned her down to the floor.

"Where do you think you're going, fox...?"

You're wrong...

The Executor was already out of her mind!

No matter how much Si-ho sobbed and shook her head, it was useless.

The Executor's fingers climbed onto her prone back.

And gently began to slide down along her spine.

Soon, her fingers reached the provocatively raised tailbone.

And then beyond it...

"···!!"

They began to enter Si-ho's buttocks.

The Executor grasped both sides of the fox's hips and started to spread them slightly.

Soon, a vivid pink crevice twitched.

Si-ho clutched a pillow.

Embarrassed, she buried her face in it.

The Executor gently rubbed the area with the tips of her fingers, massaging it.

Each rub sent a chilling sensation through Si-ho's twitching buttocks.

Pleased with the fox's response, the Executor squeezed some cream from a tube on the table.

And adequately mixed it on her fingers···.

She began to slowly push them into Si-ho's anal area.

After the attachment of the estrus fox ears, Si-ho's body had matured even more.

Her buttocks flesh now easily embraced the Executor's fingers.

"Reacting well? Truly befitting of a fox, even here you are lascivious."

Soon, the flesh swallowed up one segment of her finger.

"---."

Perhaps it was the chilling sensation she was feeling for the first time.

Si-ho's lips parted.

She exhaled a pained moan like an animal with her tongue out.

"Executor... it hurts..."

"It hurts?"

Then, she carefully began to withdraw her fingers.

Thanks to this, each segment that slipped out made Si-ho's waist squirm.

And the moment the fingers left her tightly clenched buttocks...

Milk spurted from Si-ho's chest.

And it sprayed out as forcefully as if it was being milked.

The Executor chuckled seeing the milk droplets on the nipple.

And teasingly flicked Si-ho's erect nipple with her finger.

"So it was a lie after all?"

Perhaps realizing her own hidden lasciviousness.

Si-ho's face flushed red.

The corners of the Executor's mouth lifted.

Daring to lie to make me worry?

The unimpressed Executor grasped the fox tail in her hand.

Then she dipped the root of the tail, a silver bead, into the cream heavily.

Seeing the cream dripping, Si-ho shook her head tearfully.

"I hate it… It must look hideous!"

"Don't worry. It will look as natural as if it were your own body."

With a kind smile, the Executor grasped Si-ho's shoulders.

And forced her onto all fours like an animal.

The Executor climbed onto her briefly.

Soon, the full breasts of the Executor, clad only in a bra, touched Si-ho's back.

    

The Executor approached Si-ho's fox ears before performing the ritual.

And whispered softly.

"Remember this feeling, every bit of it inside your body."

"Why..."

"Because we'll be doing this often from now on."

The moment she heard those words, Si-ho felt a chill run through her entire body.

And as she tried to get up to resist.

The first bead of the fox tail entered between her buttocks.

Then, as if hit by a tranquilizer dart, all strength drained from Si-ho's body.

"He... heh..."

Overwhelmed by the surging new pleasure, she collapsed face-down on the bed.

The sheet that touched her lower abdomen was completely soaked.

"Now, accept it."

Then, a second bead also slowly entered Si-ho.

When the bead's most bulging part arrived, her buttocks quickly swallowed it up.

"…!"

Si-ho cried out coquettishly.

Her lower abdomen was arched tautly as she shivered.

Every time a fox bead was accepted, she felt like she was losing herself.

Tears flowed from Si-ho's eyes as she felt this sensation.

"Does it hurt…? Should I take it out?"

But Si-ho's lascivious lips were quivering and smiling at the same time.

As if enjoying the pleasure.

Catching that feeling, the Executor's lips curled up.

And she gently rubbed the twitching buttocks of the woman beneath her.

"Good girl…"

Just before the fox tail was completely merged.

The last bead was slowly embraced by Si-ho's buttocks.

    

Si-ho gasped for breath from the simultaneous pleasure and pain.

As her erotic breath filled the air...

"...!"

The Executor forcefully pushed the fox tail deeper inside.

Finally, her buttocks swallowed even the third bead.

It tightened as if it would never come out again.

As if it had always been a part of Si-ho's body.

"It's done…"

The Executor grasped Si-ho's lascivious tail.

And then, as if Si-ho herself were swishing it, she gently swayed it side to side.

Even the slight movement made the sensitive Si-ho clench her hands and tremble.

Her legs were wobbly, and her arousal dripped down between her legs.

"How does it feel… satisfied?"

Soon, she raised her head to look at Si-ho's face, who was lying face down.

And the moment she saw the face of the fox before her, she was taken aback.

Si-ho's expression was more intoxicated with pleasure than she had ever seen before.

Her body trembling, she drooled profusely.

She muttered in a cute voice with her tongue sticking out.

"Please… forgive me…"

Perhaps it was because her waist was bent.

Her pelvis appeared even more voluptuous.

Truly flaunting a fox's erotic curves.

And with eyes half-closed in pain and pleasure.

The completed fox appearance made the Executor's face flush with color.

"Now, crawl over here. Like a fox."

Si-ho tried to move her body as best as she could.

But every time she moved her buttocks, the pleasure made her body tremble.

The newly formed fox tail also danced because of her trembling body.

Admiring the sight, the Executor picked up her phone.

"---."

She began filming the sight of Si-ho standing on all fours.

The sound of the camera startled the fox, and her eyes sparkled.

"Ah, no…!"

She tried to reach out to stop the filming.

But every large movement made her buttocks and privates twitch.

"If you want it taken away, then come and get it?"

The Executor teased the fox, stepping back.

And waved the phone like a cat toy, playfully swinging it.

"I don't want to... It hurts..."

Si-ho firmly pressed her lips together.

And glared at the Executor, who was looking down at her in just a bra.

Her eyes, elongated like a fox's.

Perhaps because of the dark room, they shone even more fluorescently.

But the Executor was not one to be swayed by such cute threats.

Eventually, Si-ho seemed to resign herself, gasping for breath.

And after swallowing deeply...

She slowly began to crawl towards her master.

As she crawled, her fox ears stood tautly erect.

Each movement of her buttocks made the tail sway gently.

But the mere swaying made her feel as if her entire body was trembling to the point of cracking.

She didn't know how many times she had twitched in her effort to bear that feeling.

The wet marks were clearly visible on the bed sheet where she had passed.

Si-ho had barely crawled to the Executor's feet.

Kneeling, she bowed to the Executor.

"Please... I beg you... return it..."

She seemed to be aware of how pathetic and lascivious her condition was.

Perhaps she was afraid that Ji-soo would see her like this.

"Should I? I'm not a bad master, after all."

The Executor smiled slyly and extended the phone.

However, to receive it, Si-ho had to get up from the bed herself.

Her thighs trembled as she knelt.

She tried to stand, moving her legs somehow.

But every time she tried to bend her knees, the tightening tail made her sit back down again.

"Be strong. You need to get used to it."

After several attempts, Si-ho finally managed to stand up.

And at that moment, she cried out in agony and leaked breast milk.

"Is it enough now…? Please give it to me…"

Her eyes violently flickered due to the tightening around her buttocks.

She somehow held up her trembling legs, clenching her thighs together.

Touched by her valiant effort, the Executor stroked the top of the fox's head.

And then she readily handed back the phone.

The moment she received the phone.

Si-ho collapsed to the floor.

Gasping for breath, she hurriedly turned on the phone.

But...

There was nothing recorded in the photo album.

Only her face, delirious with pleasure, was reflected back.

"Now you walk well—"

Si-ho looked up at the Executor with a dazed expression.

The shadow of the woman, clad only in black stockings, loomed over her.

In that moment, Si-ho realized.

She could never escape from the Executor.

The fox's master was far more cunning than the fox itself.
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    Si-ho tightly closed her eyes, as if resigning herself.

And when she opened them again...

She saw the Executor's black lace underwear fall on the floor.

Si-ho slowly raised her head.

She saw the forest sprouting between the Executor's legs.

And beneath that, there was a drop of warm nectar, as if heated to the fullest.

"I'm thirsty..."

She blankly stared at that droplet.

Soon, the Executor's considerate face came into view.

"There's no water here?"

The Executor leisurely responded to Si-ho's words.

Then, she deliberately moved closer to Si-ho's face.

Soon, her forest reached the tip of Si-ho's nose.

From there, the fox smelled a sweet fragrance.

It definitely wasn't water.

However, the instinct imprinted in her as a fox told her.

Drink the nectar.

Her fox ears perked up, and her eyes widened.

And her swaying tail and chilling hips.

In that state, she just blankly stared at the Executor's genitalia.

"Now, do as you wish."

The Executor's secretion drips down like dew in the forest.

As each droplet soaks the bed, Si-ho starts to feel it's too precious to waste.

Foxes naturally love forests.

So...

She inevitably buries her nose in the Executor's bush.

As I wish...

As I wish...

Her lips tremble.

Soon, the fox extends her succulent tongue.

And the moment it moistens with the nectar.

Her eyes glaze over with the overwhelming sweetness.

Soon, Si-ho presses her lips against the groin.

And, inserting her lush tongue, she begins to savor her genitalia freely.

Her tongue skillfully moves.

Instinctively, the fox starts to suck around, searching for the clit she greatly enjoys.

This sensation causes the Executor's lips to part.

She blankly looks down at the fox licking her.

Seemingly forgetting that she once was male, she sucks greedily, crouched down.

Merely from licking, secretions start dripping from the fox's own groin.

Pleased with this, the Executor pushes her groin closer to Si-ho's mouth.

Then, the fox clings her mouth fully and sucks the secretion like a beast.

The Executor bites her finger, overwhelmed by the pouring pleasure.

Losing awareness as a master, she too starts to murmur like a female.

Empowered by the sound, Si-ho presses her nose even closer to her pubic hair.

And as if taking control, she explores the genitalia more vigorously.

Gone is any trace of shyness.

The fox's tail dances as if it has become one with her body.

"Ah..."

Soon, the Executor collapses onto the bed, aligned with the pleasure.

The nectar that Si-ho couldn't fully drink seeps out between her genitals and Si-ho's lips.

Then, Si-ho hurriedly starts to drink the nectar running down her thighs.

She even licks the bedsheet as if she can't bear to waste a single drop.

At this, the Executor chuckles.

Then, she picks up a fallen phone and abruptly shows it to Si-ho.

"Do you understand now?"

Soon, Si-ho sees her own face on the screen.

And at that moment, she realizes what she has done.

In the lab, Si-ho had turned just like a vixen.

Even though she's completely lucid now.

With a lascivious smile and eyes unfocused.

Not to mention the white secretion smeared all over her lips and nose.

"Oh, no..."

She shakes her head, as if trying to deny reality.

And she starts to back away.

But it's too late for her.

Just as she tries to escape, the Executor slaps the vixen's butt hard.

"…!"

At that touch, Si-ho again pushes out her lower belly and stiffens her pelvis.

At the moment of impact, the beads inside her buttocks stir within her body.

That vibration makes her squirt.

"Now you've developed a habit of going into heat even from your butt, haven't you?"

The Executor grabs one side of her butt.

It has grown too large for her long fingers to fully grasp.

"Please... forgive me... I don't want to do this anymore..."

Si-ho makes a pitiful face again.

However, the Executor is no longer fooled by her face.

She considers all these actions as mere performance.

Acting is lying.

A lying fox should be punished, right?

"After you've licked me so lewdly till now, are you trying to back out?"

The Executor grabs the fox's tail.

She presses hard on the tail with three beads in it, stimulating all the way to the womb.

Every time Si-ho tries to resist, her strength drains away.

The Executor continues stimulating the tail until she's completely drained of strength.

Finally, when Si-ho's eyes glaze over completely.

The Executor fully climbs on top of her.

"Stop... please stop..."

Throwing a tantrum was useless.

She gradually lifted the thick thighs of the fox.

A white string stretched from the crouching figure's genitalia.

Having loosened enough, she now locked her groin with hers.

And started to move her hips slowly, as if stroking.

Gradually, their clits touched.

Si-ho's once small and insensitive clit now began to stand erect on its own.

This caused more movement and greater stimulation as they rubbed.

Soon, Si-ho began to whine like a real fox.

In sync with the sounds, the Executor moved her hips more adeptly.

The first position experienced in full consciousness.

With every rub, Si-ho received surging pleasure.

Perhaps due to the vigorous movement of the hips.

Losing her mind, Si-ho mumbled unknowingly.

And those words...

Should never have been said in front of the Executor.

"Ji-soo noo...na... help..."

Hearing this clearly, the Executor immediately stopped moving her hips.

And looked down at Si-ho with flashing red eyes.

"What did you just say?"

Overwhelmed by her flowing hair, Si-ho grew frightened.

And she clamped her mouth shut, shivering.

"What did you say?"

"Ah, I didn't say anything..."

The Executor shook her head.

As she shook her head, her hair tickled Si-ho's entire body.

Eventually, the Executor slipped her fingers into the filled choker around Si-ho's neck.

Pulling it taut, the fox gasped for air.

"Repeat after me, not Ji-soo, Executor."

Perhaps due to the choking.

Tears welled up in Si-ho's eyes.

"Not noona, unnie."

"I can't... I can't say it..."

"You can't?"

The Executor's brows furrowed.

In the past, the only suitable way to train would have been a kiss.

But now, Si-ho was...

In a complete fox state.

The Executor once again grabbed her tail.

The fox reflexively stuck out her tongue and half-closed her eyes.

"Still unable to accept yourself... I always said I shouldn't be too kind."

The Executor grabbed Si-ho's choker and lay down on the bed.

Thanks to that, the fox ended up nestled in her ample bosom.

Si-ho's face pressed against the Executor's collarbone.

Then she whispered to the fox with a sultry breath.

"Move on your own."

Si-ho sealed her lips with a pained expression.

Then, the Executor once again fiddled with Si-ho's tail.

Scared of the feeling, the fox eventually got up.

And hesitantly mounted the Executor.

Her eyes lost.

But perhaps due to the vixen's instincts.

She carefully embraced the Executor's voluptuous thighs.

Then, cautiously, she aligned her groin with the Executor's bush.

The thumping of her heart felt as if it reached the Executor's thighs.

With a tense expression.

Si-ho swallowed deeply...

And awkwardly began to move her hips to initiate the position.

Looking at the Executor with reddened eyes, glancing occasionally.

Amused by the sight, the Executor as a reward pulled on Si-ho's tail.

Each time, the fox cried out plaintively, starting to move her hips more aggressively.

However, no matter how much she continued, the Executor did not let her go.

Until Si-ho became accustomed to the female position.

Continuously tormenting her tail until all habits of her time as a man completely vanished.

"---!"

Every time she was tormented, Si-ho began to change gradually.

Eventually, she moved not just her waist but her pelvis, locking their genitalia together.

And she started to wave her lower abdomen as if it cradled a penis.

"Executor...!"

Si-ho had been drained of strength just moments ago.

But now, without the need for tail training, she continuously rotated her pelvis, enjoying the position of a woman for the first time.

"Unnie... Unnie..."

Eventually, she could no longer stop moving her pelvis on her own.

She pushed her buttocks back and kept shaking her tail.

The more she snapped her pelvis, the more intense the pleasure in her buttocks became unbearable.

Thus, with overflowing stamina like a fox, she played the Executor, and finally...

Their bushes locked together as they simultaneously squirted nectar and milk.

Their lush liquids mixed together.

Their pubic hairs tangled like cobwebs.

Finally coming to full self-awareness, she collapsed onto the Executor.

And she panted, listening to the heartbeat of her master.

"Well done..."

The Executor smiled like an older sister, stroking the fox's ears.

Then gently laid the dazed her on the bed.

"You're really like a girl now."

"..."

Even though Si-ho disliked the comment, she made no retort.

She couldn't even think to cover her breasts and genitalia.

"Do you want to see what you look like now?"

The Executor showed her appearance using the selfie camera.

Her eyes were sultrily elongated horizontally, and her lips were plump as if beckoning for a kiss.

Her breasts looked swollen, desiring impregnation, and milk leaked slowly from her erect nipples.

The Executor licked that milk.

And soon, as if desiring more, she bit down, causing the savory milk to spray.

She drank it up with gusto, murmuring satisfactorily.

Si-ho shivered as she watched herself being milked on camera.

Seemingly excited by her own appearance, she compliantly nursed the Executor.

In the darkened room.

The temperature rose so high that the air conditioning kicked in automatically.

Even with the cool air circulating, both remained naked.

The Executor carefully aligned her hand with Si-ho's.

Her fingers wriggled and interlocked between Si-ho's.

"Did it hurt...?"

The Executor asked, looking at the extinguished light.

Si-ho didn't respond for a long time but finally spoke.

"I don't know..."

Usually, one would answer whether it hurt or not.

But she answered, "I don't know."

At that response, the Executor took a deep breath as if smoking a cigarette.

"You ignored all of Ji-soo's calls, didn't you?"

"Yes..."

"Are you going to keep avoiding her now that you're a woman?"

"I don't know..."

The Executor turned her head towards Si-ho.

At first, those red eyes seemed terrifying and fearful, but now they appeared lascivious.

"Go and meet her. Have an honest conversation."

"..."

Even during their mischievous positioning, the Executor was always concerned about Si-ho.

Of course, Si-ho had made a mistake towards her, but even that was understandable.

"But I will clearly say this. You're mine."

The Executor gently supported Si-ho's chin.

And drawing her close, she whispered tenderly.

"Just because you're mine doesn't mean I'll treat you harshly."

A light kiss.

Their lips touched and slowly separated.

"I want you to be happy, just as much as you've made me happy."

"..."

A spark returned to the previously vacant eyes of Si-ho.

Her eyes shimmered like the night sea.

"Let's go to Ansan. Ji-soo will also be there tomorrow."

"Ansan...?"

Si-ho was still dazed from the ecstatic experiences she had endured.

However, she listened intently to the mention of Ji-soo Unnie coming there.

"That's where the woman who made you this way is based."

The Executor gently rubbed the choker that had fully merged with Si-ho's body.

"Okay..."

Si-ho murmured, burying her face in the Executor's chest.

Then, she lay down her tired body and closed her eyes.

Si-ho dreamed that night.

Usually, she dreamed of Ji-soo Unnie and her colleagues.

But in this dream, the Executor and Anna filled the places of the dead colleagues.

The four of them drank together and vented the feelings they had held back for so long.

  
    Chapter 144 Midori Shower 1

    The slums of Ansan.  

There was a small, shabby bar that wouldn’t be surprising if it went out of business at any moment.  

The name of the bar was First Love.  

It was a humble place that survived solely on the memories of its regulars, with few customers and a cramped space.  

A woman stepped inside.  

A silk dress that accentuated her sensual curves.  

And a light jacket draped over it.  

However, in contrast to her figure, her face still carried a youthful air.  

A sharp bob cut, soft peach fuzz on her pale cheeks.  

She carried a small handbag over her arm as she clicked her heels up the stairs.  

Then, she slowly pushed open the bar’s door.  

"Welcome."  

A voice she didn’t recognize.  

As a regular, she tilted her head at the unfamiliar woman’s voice.  

After all, the bartender of this bar was a man.  

Finding it odd, she slowly turned toward the counter.  

Then, she tilted her head again at the sight of a small bartender she had never seen before.  

"Huh, is Juho oppa off today?"  

"Yes, I’m filling in for a few days."  

The woman stared intently at the bartender, who was wiping a glass.

A beautiful and feminine figure.  

Seductive eyes and even a tear mole.  

She’s much more charming than the girls at our bar, isn’t she?  

Her face wasn’t overwhelmingly pretty compared to them, but she had an aura that was distinctly feminine.  

"What would you like to order?"  

She smiled with her eyes.  

The woman, who had been staring blankly at the sultry black choker peeking out from beneath her shirt, finally snapped out of it.  

"Uh... Midori Shower, please."  

"Hmm—. Midori Shower—."  

The bartender lifted the corners of her lips at the order.  

Seeing her playfully repeat her request, the customer couldn’t help but chuckle.  

"What’s funny about Midori Shower?"  

"Oh, nothing—. It just feels like the perfect drink for you."  

The bartender pointed to the woman’s eyes with her finger.  

Her green-colored contact lenses shimmered.  

"You have such beautiful Midori-colored eyes."  

"Oh, thank you…"  

The woman lowered her head shyly.  

The male bartender never acted like this…  

Are all female bartenders this friendly?  

Somehow, it felt warm and comforting.  

"---."  

A soft R&B tune played in the background.  

Humming along with the music, the woman sang quietly.  

The bartender placed a small snack beside her.  

A chocolate cookie that had recently been advertised by a famous female singer.  

"You must really like this song."  

"Sorry… Was I too loud?"  

At the bartender’s question, the woman blushed.  

But the bartender waved a hand dismissively.  

"Not at all. It was lovely—you sounded just like a singer!"  

"It’s my favorite song. JEI’s Hola…"  

The woman smiled shyly and gestured toward the speaker.  

The bartender nodded, as if in agreement with her reaction.  

"There was a time I wanted to be like that too…"  

The woman’s reflection flickered in the prepared bottle of Midori.  

A forlorn, bitter expression.  

The bartender recognized that look.  

It was the same face they once had—a face belonging to someone who had failed to achieve their dream.  

"What do you do now?"  

The bartender asked cautiously.  

The woman pressed her lips together, hesitating to answer.  

Before long, she exhaled softly and spoke with a bitter smile.  

"I sing at a pub. Sometimes, I sell my body too."  

The bartender’s hands stilled.  

They looked at her with a sympathetic gaze.  

"Don’t look at me like that. I made this choice myself."  

Avoiding the bartender’s expression, she pulled out her phone.  

She checked the time.  

"The only reason I became a regular here is because one of my clients lives nearby."  

She placed the phone on the table with a bitter smile.  

Then, resting her chin on her hand, she stared directly at the bartender.  

"Funny, right? Becoming a regular because of a client…"  

She smiled.  

But the bartender knew.  

That smile wasn’t a happy one—it was the smile of someone who had resigned to an unchangeable reality.  

Because if she didn’t smile like that, she wouldn’t be able to endure it.  

After throwing out a meaningless joke, the woman only stared at her phone.  

As if she were waiting for a call at any moment, ready to run out the door.  

Her expression looked deeply uneasy.  

Concerned by her demeanor, the bartender asked softly.  

"Um… What’s your name?"  

"My name…?"  

"Yes."  

At the sudden question, the woman cast a wary look.

She gave the name she used at the bar.  

"Call me Yeji."  

"That’s a beautiful name."  

The bartender knew that her name was a fake.  

But she still complimented it as if it were real.  

"Why are you suddenly asking for my name?"  

"Because one day, you’re going to debut as a singer. I should at least know your name in advance so I can brag about it later."  

The bartender smiled brightly, just as fresh as she looked.  

Yeji stared at that smile absentmindedly for a moment.  

"A singer…"  

She muttered under her breath, head lowered.  

As if she were imagining herself as one.  

Soon, Yeji lifted her head again.  

And gave the bartender the same bright smile.  

"Alright. If I succeed, you’ll be the first one I tell."  

Yeji leaned in closer, observing the bartender’s clothes.  

But there was no name tag anywhere.  

"What about you? What’s your name?"  

"Ah… me?"  

For some reason, the bartender hesitated to answer her own question.  

After a moment of deliberation, she covered her lips with her palm and whispered softly.  

"Si-ho. Han Si-ho."  

Han Si-ho…  

Yeji repeated the name in her mind.  

It’s a pretty name.  

As she committed it to memory, silence settled over the bar.  

In that time, Si-ho busied herself with taking out the ingredients to make the Midori Shower.  

Yeji simply waited for a message from her soon-to-arrive client.  

And then, her phone screen lit up.  

「Buy a painkiller on your way. I’m in good condition today.」  

A cold and commanding message.  

The moment she saw it, Yeji’s face went pale.  

Even though this was the very message she had been anxiously waiting for.  

"Yeji, what’s wrong? You don’t look well…"  

Si-ho immediately noticed the change in her face and asked cautiously.  

"I have to leave in twenty minutes."  

Yeji’s voice trembled faintly.  

She wanted to hide it from Si-ho, but the fear engraved into her body refused to let her go.  

"Alright, I’ll make it quickly for you."  

Si-ho hurried to prepare the drink.  

But she stopped when Yeji called out to her again.  

"I have a small request."  

"Just say the word."  

"Only pour half the usual amount of soda into my Midori."  

"Half the soda…?"  

The bartender tilted her head at the unusual request.  

Yeji immediately gave her the reason.  

With an utterly exhausted expression.  

"I can’t endure this sober. I have to drink it strong to get through the night."  

Si-ho’s hand, which had been about to pour the Midori, came to a sudden halt.  

Then, as if suffocating, she slid a finger under the choker around her neck.  

"You must be dealing with a rough guy…"  

"He’s a lunatic. Works in a drug factory, and I guess business is good because he always pays me three times the price."  

"Drugs…?"  

Si-ho withdrew her hand from the choker and asked.  

Her once calm brown eyes flickered.  

"Yeah… He’s violent, so our hosts originally weren’t allowed to take him as a client…"  

Yeji let out a deep sigh.  

"But since he offered more money, in the end, my boss forced me to go."  

Si-ho’s plump lips twitched as she listened.  

Seeing her reaction, Yeji smiled as if to reassure her.  

"It’s okay. I can handle it, that’s why I do it. At least he pays a lot…"  

Her voice trailed off, as if she had run out of energy.  

Noticing her exhaustion, the sharp-eyed bartender chose not to ask any further.  

"…Understood."

The bartender placed a glass on the counter.  

Something just as beautiful and elegant as the customer sitting across from her.  

A transparent glass…  

A stunning green Midori. (30ml)  

Fresh lemon juice and lime juice. (10ml each)  

And a touch of sweet sugar syrup. (10ml)  

All gently stirred together.  

Then, topped with refreshing soda.  

Finally, a sweet cherry floating on the surface…  

  

Grade: ★★★★ (Epic)  

Effect: Focus +10 for one hour. Composure +5 permanently. (Cannot be stacked.)  

Info: A Midori Shower made with a classic recipe. Though originally named “Sour,” many people call it “Shower.”  

The customer had specifically asked for only half the usual amount of soda.  

But the bartender ignored that request.  

"Here is your Midori Shower."  

A beautiful green cocktail in a crystal-clear glass.  

A dazzling emerald-like drink was placed before Yeji.  

She stared at it blankly, as if it were too precious to drink.  

Forgetting entirely that she had to leave in twenty minutes.  

"This looks like a lot of soda…"  

"Yes, I’m sorry… I haven’t learned how to make custom versions yet…"  

Si-ho clasped the tray in both hands and bowed her head apologetically.  

But Yeji didn’t accept the apology.  

After all, adding less soda wouldn’t have made her any less intoxicated.  

It was just an act of escapism.  

"I won’t charge you for it, though."  

Si-ho murmured behind her hand.  

Yeji smiled slightly, as if trying to reassure her.  

"It’s fine. I haven’t had an original one in a while—I’m actually looking forward to it."  

She slowly lifted the glass to her lips.  

And soon, the sweet cocktail trickled down her throat.  

She closed her eyes.  

The fizzy tang, like melon soda, mixed with the subtle warmth of alcohol, wrapping around her body.  

The taste of childhood and adulthood coexisting.  

A child who once dreamed of becoming a singer.  

An adult who had given in to despair.  

The fully poured soda dulled the bitterness of giving up.  

And encouraged her not to abandon her dream.  

"It’s delicious…"  

Yeji opened her eyes.  

Before her was an empty glass.  

And beyond it, a bartender smiling wistfully…  

"Yeji… I’ll be cheering for you. Don’t give up on your dream."  

Maybe it was the alcohol.  

Her nose stung before she even realized it.  

Her parents had been killed by monsters, leaving her an orphan for life.  

To survive, she became a courtesan, but no one ever pitied her.  

The years of enduring that life had numbed her emotions.  

That’s why she didn’t cry when a regular customer assaulted her.  

And yet, here she was, getting teary-eyed over a childish cocktail.  

How ironic.  

"Thank you… I guess I really…"  

Her voice cracked as she tried to hold back the tears.  

But somehow, she managed to finish her sentence.  

"I think I really love singing."  

A smile laced with unshed tears.  

Si-ho’s heart clenched at that bittersweet expression.  

Could she help this person somehow?  

Deep in thought for a moment, Si-ho’s face brightened as an idea came to her.  

"Yeji, have you ever auditioned before?"  

"I tried public auditions, but I got rejected because of my job. So now, I just send in recordings by email… Not that anyone reads them."  

Yeji chuckled dryly, as if it were all her own fault.  

Si-ho gently wiped away the tear clinging to the corner of Yeji’s eye.  

Then, she spoke.  

"Can I borrow your phone for a moment?"

"…My phone?"  

Yeji tilted her head slightly, hesitating for a moment before handing over her phone.  

Si-ho took it and quickly jotted down an unknown phone number.  

"If you get a call from this number, make sure you answer it."  

"Who is this…?"  

Yeji asked with a puzzled expression.  

Si-ho simply winked, as if keeping a secret.  

"Someone looking for a talented person like you."  

「---.」  

Yeji stepped out of the bar.  

With a blank expression, she slowly descended the stairs.  

Her phone was still clutched in her hand.  

The number the bartender had given her was displayed on the screen.  

"Who the hell is this…"  

She stared at it absentmindedly when suddenly, her phone vibrated.  

Was it the person Si-ho had mentioned?  

Yeji’s eyes locked onto the screen.  

But…  

It was a different number.  

One she knew all too well.  

A regular client.  

Like waking up from a sweet dream, disappointment washed over her.  

Yeji swallowed hard and slowly answered the call.  

"H-Hello…"  

"Hey, you fucking bitch… Why the hell are you taking so long?"  

A rough male voice.  

Yeji flinched, her shoulders tensing at the sound.  

"I-I’ll be there soon…."  

"If you're even a minute late, I’ll extend the time."  

The call cut off.  

Yeji immediately broke into a sprint toward the hotel where they were supposed to meet.  

She ran so fast that one of her heels snapped.  

But she didn’t stop.  

She rushed into the hotel, ignoring everything else.  

"Haa… haa…"  

She arrived in the hallway, panting heavily.  

And then, standing before Room 104… she steadied her breath.  

"…"  

She hesitated before reaching for the doorknob.  

Should she just run away?  

Start a new life like Si-ho said?  

Become a famous singer like JEI…  

But that fleeting hope was crushed in an instant.  

Because the locked doorknob…  

Had started to turn on its own.  

He’s coming.  

The beast of a man who would violate her.  

Yeji clutched her chest, trembling in fear.  

She was so afraid she couldn’t even swallow her own saliva.  

A beam of light spilled through the crack of the door.  

Since the hallway was dim, she instinctively shut her eyes.  

"Huh? Who’s this? Is she one of them?"  

…What?  

Yeji had expected to hear a rough, menacing male voice.  

But instead, she heard the smooth, confident voice of a woman.  

"Doesn’t look like someone who works at a drug factory."  

Another female voice.  

Her Korean was slightly awkward, as if she weren’t a native speaker.  

"Maybe she’s the call girl he asked for? Looked like he was getting ready to sleep with someone."  

A third voice.  

Gentle, warm, and oddly reassuring.  

Hearing that voice, Yeji slowly opened her eyes.  

And for the first time, she saw them.  

Three breathtakingly beautiful hunters.  

"Come inside. We have a mountain of questions about this guy."  

A woman called Executor spoke in a calm voice, opening the door wider.  

Leaning against the wall, Anna stepped aside, making way.  

And…  

Sitting on the bed, Ji-soo shoved aside the unconscious man’s body.

  
    Chapter 145 Midori Shower 2

    "The drug factory is this way…."  

On the rooftop of a slum building.  

From there, Yeji pointed to an abandoned factory for the three hunters.  

A dark space with not a single light on.  

The walls were full of cracks, looking as if they could collapse at any moment.  

"With a place like this, no wonder we couldn't find it."  

A woman with long black hair and red eyes.  

Executor took a deep drag of her cigarette and muttered cynically.  

Yeji glanced up at her.  

She was close to 170 cm tall, but her feminine figure stood out.  

Yeji had never seen a woman pull off a suit so well—it was impossible to look away.  

"Extract only the information as quickly as possible. If they find out about our base, they'll run away immediately."  

Awkward Korean.  

The most striking woman among the three chimed in.  

White hair and white eyes.  

A balanced physique, paired with a chic jacket and pants.  

Even as Yeji met Anna’s gaze, she couldn't easily tear her eyes away.  

The white-haired hunter pulled a small dagger from her inner pocket.  

Then, she stared intently at the two suspicious hunters guarding the abandoned factory.  

No way… Is she planning to take on those big guys with just a dagger?  

Yeji swallowed hard, worried about what would happen if the operation failed. 

No matter how much she was being used, the fact remained that she had participated in the operation.  

She feared what would happen if the factory’s hunters retaliated against her.  

As she trembled with anxiety, someone gently tapped her shoulder.  

Following the touch, she turned her head, and a kind voice soothed her.  

"Yeji, don't worry too much. We'll do our best to make sure nothing happens to you."  

She had no idea how they noticed her fear.  

But when she saw the golden eyes of the person speaking…  

She felt a strange sense of calm wash over her.  

That was how captivating Ji-soo’s eyes and face were.  

"…Yes."  

Yeji nodded without resistance.  

The continuous feast for her eyes left her feeling almost dazed, easing her tension.  

But the moment she turned her head again—  

She was utterly shocked.  

The white-haired hunter, who had just been beside her holding a dagger, had disappeared.  

"Wait… Where did she go?"  

As Yeji muttered, Executor motioned with her chin toward the entrance of the abandoned factory.  

Anna.  

She had already landed in the shadowy depths of the factory.  

Meanwhile, Ji-soo picked up a small rock she had prepared in advance and tossed it near the men.  

The rock landed precisely behind the utility pole close to them.  

"What was that noise?"  

The man carrying a rifle adjusted the strap of his weapon.  

He gestured for his subordinate to check the source of the sound.  

"Go take a look."  

His subordinate nodded and walked over to inspect behind the pole.  

And in that instant—  

Anna, concealed in the shadows, rushed at the rifleman with the speed of a beast.  

She was so swift and silent that the moment the man sensed something and tried to raise his head—  

Her dagger had already stabbed into his throat.  

A decisive and rapid strike.  

All of it happened within the mere two seconds it took for the subordinate to check behind the pole.  

"There’s nothing here?"  

The subordinate turned his head back.  

The next moment, his eyes widened in terror.  

The white-haired woman stood before him, blood splattered across her face, gripping the rifleman by the scruff of his neck.  

It was like watching a snow leopard with its prey in its jaws.  

That terrifying beauty stole the breath from his lungs.  

Just as he opened his mouth to scream—  

"In… Intrud—!"  

His shout became his final words.  

The dagger that had stabbed the rifleman now embedded itself into his forehead.  

At last, the two hunters guarding the factory collapsed.  

Without a word, Anna dragged the two lifeless bodies into the darkness.  

Like a predator carrying its meal into a cave.  

Yeji, having witnessed it all with her own eyes, shivered in fear.  

"Let's go. You said you've been inside before, right?"  

Executor looked down at Yeji with a detached tone.  

Under that piercing red gaze, Yeji swallowed hard.  

"Y-Yes… I’ve been inside once before, so I know the layout."  

Anna pushed open the rusted metal door.  

The four women stepped inside.  

A long stretch of darkness.  

Faintly glowing lights barely illuminated the factory’s passage.  

They passed through the corridor and opened the main door.  

And then—  

All four of them were taken aback.  

From the outside, it had seemed like just an abandoned factory.  

But inside, it was filled with state-of-the-art machinery.  

White plastic cases rotated along a conveyor belt.  

Attached to each case, robotic arms placed white pills inside.  

And in the corner of the factory—  

Middle-aged women sat at a table.  

They were manually filling the white pills with some unknown powder.  

"Unbelievable."  

Executor scoffed in disbelief.  

Then, she calmly addressed the women before her.  

"Ladies, you’re done for the day. Go home." 

The sudden appearance of rankers terrified the middle-aged women.  

Ji-soo quickly stepped forward to reassure them.  

"We’re from the Association (Ilshim). We’re only here to meet the person in charge, so please don’t worry and go inside."  

Unlike the cold Executor, Ji-soo’s words had a noticeably better effect.  

The women nodded and obediently exited the factory.  

"The person in charge is probably in that second-floor container."  

Following Yeji’s words, the two rankers headed upstairs.  

Ji-soo remained on the first floor to check for other workers or Park Shin-ae’s hunters.  

Fortunately, unlike the factory entrance, there were no hunters inside.  

Some people were dozing off in their office chairs, but Anna took care of that with a single touch.  

"This is strange. Why are there so few guards?"  

"It’s nighttime, that’s why. And…"  

Anna’s question was met with a firm response from Executor.  

As they arrived at the factory office, she glanced around and spoke.  

"It means there are so many factories that they don’t even have enough personnel to manage them all."  

Executor held a document in her hand.  

The document listed contact information for supply-level Angel Tips factories spread across various regions.  

She calmly scanned the list of numbers.  

Then, something suspicious caught her eye.  

07.  

All the other factories had clear names like 'XX Factory' or 'XX Industry,' but this one was simply labeled as '07.'  

She immediately spoke into the earpiece she was wearing.  

"Black Snake, track this number for me."  

"Yes, team leader."  

A decent find.  

Thanks to raiding the factory, they had uncovered an active contact number for Park Shin-ae’s subordinates.  

Even so, Executor couldn’t shake an uneasy feeling.  

She tucked the paper into her inner pocket and turned to Anna, who was checking on the unconscious workers.  

"Doesn’t this feel off?"  

"What do you mean?"  

"Would Counters really continue using their designated numbers, even with a bounty on their heads?"  

Anna shrugged.  

Blood splattered across her face made her expression unreadable.  

"Well, there’s no rule saying they can’t."  

"This feels like they want us to find them."  

Executor stared intently at the factory’s interior.  

Only the repetitive hum of machines filled the air.  

But—  

A creeping sense of unease clawed at Executor’s mind.  

And at that moment—  

A blaring siren erupted from the speakers attached to the factory ceiling.  

「---.」  

The sound was so deafening that it hurt their ears.  

Then, in an instant, security shutters slammed down at the office entrance.  

"What the—?!"  

Executor grabbed the bars of the fallen security gate.  

Unlike the rest of the old factory, the iron bars were state-of-the-art.  

The same sense of alarm hit Ji-soo and Yeji, who were still on the first floor.  

They looked up at the two rankers, now trapped inside the office.  

"Something’s wrong."  

For the first time, Ji-soo’s usually calm voice turned serious.  

The shift in her tone made Yeji’s fear spike.  

"What should we do…?"  

"Hide here for now. I’ll help them."  

Ji-soo quickly guided Yeji behind the machines.  

Then, just as she was about to rush to aid the two rankers—  

"---!"  

The office exploded.  

A sudden eruption of fire and smoke.  

"Anna! Executor-sunbae!" 

As if the explosion had been planned all along, a series of bombs detonated in rapid succession.  

The blast was so powerful that debris rained down through the firestorm, hurtling toward Ji-soo.  

She barely managed to dodge the falling wreckage and drew the longsword strapped to her side.  

Ilshim Sword, a blade entrusted to her by the Vice Chairman.  

Holding it firmly, she slowly surveyed the darkened factory.  

After the explosion, all the machines had ceased operation.  

The factory was eerily silent.  

But Ji-soo didn’t let her guard down.  

In the dead silence, she sharpened her hearing, straining for the slightest noise.  

And the moment she detected even the faintest sound—  

"---."  

A fierce spark ignited in the darkness.  

From that burst of fire, a bullet came flying toward her.  

Ji-soo instinctively twisted her blade to deflect it.  

From the direction of the gunfire, a group of hunters began emerging in formation.  

They carried axes, spears, and longswords in their hands.  

Some even wore night-vision goggles over their faces.  

They had likely once been ordinary hunters.  

But now, a strange mist—symbolizing Angelic Tips—escaped from their mouths.  

"They’ve all been bought."  

"Bought? We are the proud army of the New Government."  

The man holding a handgun let out a puff of steam from the barrel.  

He casually lifted his sunglasses as he approached.  

His short-sleeved military uniform left his forearm exposed, revealing a tattoo.  

The number "12" was inked onto his skin.  

"12…?"  

Ji-soo tilted her head in confusion.  

She had never seen that number in the Counters before.  

As far as she knew, their members only went up to 09.  

The man proudly flexed his arm as if showing off.  

"Ah, surprised? This is an honorable mark, given only to those recognized as part of the family."  

"Oh, I see…."  

Ji-soo responded with complete indifference.  

Her unbothered attitude made 12’s face twist in irritation.  

"What, don’t tell me you don’t know who the Counters are? We were the most powerful guild in Korea—"  

"Oh, I know them. A guild that bit off more than it could chew and got utterly crushed by Ilshim like a bunch of dogs, right?"  

For the first time, a harsh word slipped from Ji-soo’s lips.  

At that, 12’s lower eyelid twitched in rage.  

"You’ve got a real mouth on you, huh."  

He raised one hand.  

Then, as if issuing a command, he pointed straight at Ji-soo.  

"Mother said to capture all intruders alive… but I’ve never been good at taking people alive."  

Following his order, the hunters raised their weapons.  

In the dim factory, the gleaming blades looked even sharper.  

"So I’ll just kill you—just like your friends!"  

The hunters charged all at once.  

Their weapons came flying at Ji-soo from all directions.  

With their night-vision goggles, they could track her even in the darkness.  

But—  

There was one thing the so-called ‘honorable soldiers’ of the New Government, including 12, didn’t know.  

"I don’t like fighting ordinary hunters…."  

She outranked them.  

Far above them in hierarchy.  

And she had already slain 08, a far more formidable opponent, with her own hands.  

Ji-soo had long mastered the art of fighting in darkness.  

And as if to prove that—  

Her longsword ignited with searing flames.  

The sudden flare made the hunters flinch in unison.  

"But if you’re one of the bastards who hurt Do-hyun… I can’t forgive you."  

Ji-soo seized the opening.  

With both hands, she swung her blazing sword with conviction.  

A wave of fire erupted from its path.  

The hunters who touched the inferno screamed in agony.  

The flames couldn’t be extinguished by any means.  

They sank mercilessly into the wounds left by Ji-soo’s blade, searing deep into flesh.  

The once-silent factory—  

Had become a blazing hell, filled with the hunters’ screams.  

A swordswoman who wielded both fire and steel with mastery.  

She had climbed the rankings, now approaching the top 50 rankers in the world.  

And she had only sharpened her blade for one reason.  

For a single person.  

That sole purpose had carried her this far. 
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    The raging flames.  

Because of those flames, the hunters couldn't easily approach Ji-soo.  

From the beginning, they didn’t even need to approach directly.  

The Flame Swordsman who freely rode the fire.  

She arrived in front of the hunters on her own.  

Each time she swung her sword, multiple people were cut down.  

At that terrifying sight, the hunters all threw off their night vision goggles.  

And they began to retreat hesitantly.  

Their leader, 12.  

He watched the massacre indifferently.  

Only after assessing Ji-soo’s abilities with such composure did 12 order his subordinates to retreat, after many of them had already been cut down.  

"Everyone, fall back. I'll handle this myself."  

The flames subsided.  

Now that she had sufficiently demonstrated her power, Ji-soo calmly landed on the ground.  

"Let’s put an end to this meaningless slaughter."  

"That's exactly what I wanted."  

12 removed his sunglasses.  

Thanks to that, the scars scattered across his face became visible.  

Soon, the man firmly took a Judo stance.  

His arms and legs looked as strong and agile as a tiger’s.  

‘A hand-to-hand combat type hunter, huh.’

But no matter how skilled a martial artist was in close combat, it would be difficult to break through Ji-soo’s flames and approach her.  

That was why Ji-soo confidently pointed her sword at him and spoke.  

"Tell me where Park Shin-ae's hideout is, even now."  

"What?"  

At her firm demand, 12 rolled his shoulders.  

He looked down at Ji-soo with an arrogant expression, as if he found her words absurd.  

"Then I will spare your life."  

Her golden pupils were already dyed a deep red.  

Due to the heat of her breath, wisps of steam rose from her mouth.  

"I should be the one making an offer."  

But even in the face of such deadly heat, 12 remained unfazed.  

Instead, he smirked and made a counteroffer.  

"Mother told me something. Lately, she can’t sense the location of the girl marked as number 10."  

10…?  

Could he be talking about Si-ho?  

Ji-soo clenched her teeth at the sight of the Counters still targeting Si-ho.  

Her dark eyebrows furrowed deeply.  

"It seems like someone has done something about it—"  

12 bent his knees slightly.  

And in the brief moment of pause…  

"If you don’t want to die, hand her over?"  

In an instant, he closed the distance to Ji-soo and raised his fist.  

His speed rivaled even Anna’s.  

Ji-soo quickly lifted her longsword to block his punch.  

"—!"  

A loud, metallic clang echoed from where fist and sword met.  

Hearing that sound, Ji-soo felt something was wrong.  

She had expected his fist to split in half upon impact with her blade.  

But…  

"That’s a pretty good sword, huh? Feels like it's vibrating all the way to my bones!"  

Far from splitting, 12’s fist remained perfectly intact.  

Instead, it was Ji-soo’s hand that ached, as if she had struck solid steel.  

12 pushed against her sword with even greater force.  

Because of that, Ji-soo’s feet, firmly planted on the ground, began sliding backward.  

"What’s this? For someone who tried to threaten me, you’re way too weak! How disappointing!"  

Now that he had established his dominance through sheer strength, 12 bellowed in excitement.  

Each time he pressed forward, red sparks flew.  

"Come on! Show me some real strength!"  

Ji-soo’s crimson eyes flared.  

She gritted her teeth and, summoning all her power, wrapped her entire body in flames.  

"—!"  

A pillar of fire erupted, engulfing 12.  

A searing heat intense enough to melt an ordinary person’s body completely.  

Soon, 12 was swallowed by the blazing cloud.  

"Haa…"  

Finally free from the power struggle, Ji-soo gasped for breath.  

She fixed her gaze on the cloud of fire that had taken over the center of the factory.  

12’s subordinates—the so-called honorable soldiers of the New Government—watched as well.  

But none of them seemed worried about their commander, who had vanished within the flames.  

Instead, they stood stiffly at attention, waiting for his return.  

The only one trembling was Yeji, who was hiding behind a pile of mechanical debris.  

She was mesmerized by the sight of a hunter wielding both fire and a sword—something she had never seen before.  

No matter how she looked at it, there was no way 12 would emerge from that intense fire alive.  

Even from a distance, Ji-soo’s flames were so powerful that Yeji struggled to breathe.  

But then…  

The flames began to die down.  

From within them, heavy footsteps echoed.  

The vibrations made Ji-soo furrow her brow.  

Soon, a dark silhouette appeared through the flickering embers.  

Everyone held their breath as they stared at the figure.  

And at that moment…  

12 stepped out of the fire.  

His appearance was utterly grotesque.  

His military uniform was tattered beyond recognition.  

But his bare skin—  

Showed not a single burn.  

"You’re quite the fiery little lady, aren’t you?"

He clenched his fist once again like a machine.  

Then, without any finesse, he struck directly against Ji-soo’s sword.  

But she didn’t just engage in a test of strength.  

A technique she learned from Anna.  

She twisted her sword upon impact, letting it slide away from his fist.  

Thanks to that, her blade escaped his grasp.  

And she swung it straight toward his throat.  

"—!"  

A sharp metallic clang echoed throughout the factory.  

A grating frictional noise screeched from where Ji-soo’s sword met 12’s neck.  

"Your swordsmanship isn’t bad. You're not just a flame caster—you deserve to be called a swordsman."  

12 ignored the blade pressing into his neck as if it were nothing.  

Then, without hesitation, he reached out and grabbed Ji-soo’s waist.  

"But you still lack proper combat instincts!"  

Overwhelming strength, fitting for his massive frame.  

He lifted Ji-soo and slammed her down.  

The impact was so strong it seemed as if the floor itself would shatter.  

A violent shock twisted Ji-soo’s insides, forcing blood to spurt from her mouth.  

"…"  

Tumbling across the ground, she quickly scrambled to her feet.  

Then, wary of his Judo techniques, she put some distance between them.  

12’s number was quite low among the Counters.  

Yet, strangely, he was proving even trickier than 08.  

On top of that, his absurd durability prevented even her sword from piercing him.  

Not as unbreakable as 06, but still formidable.  

It was as if he had stolen the best traits of rankers.  

No weaknesses were visible.  

In the end, Ji-soo changed her strategy.  

She would maintain as much distance as possible and stack damage with ranged flames.  

With that in mind, she pressed her palm against her lips.  

Then, from her searing body, she exhaled a blazing fireball.  

The essence of flame.  

Unlike the usual fire she conjured, this sphere burned with a deep blue hue.  

Ji-soo hurled it toward 12 with all her might.  

"That damned fire again?"  

12 smirked as if he had predicted everything.  

Yet he didn’t stop.  

He charged toward Ji-soo without hesitation.  

"Burn me a hundred times over if you want!"  

The sphere struck his body, exploding with a thunderous roar.  

But the man burst through the flames, standing proudly before her.  

Then, he bellowed.  

"Heat that can’t kill me only makes me burn hotter!"  

A scorching hand gripped Ji-soo’s neck.  

Then, he slammed her into the ground.  

"—!"  

The raging inferno was extinguished in an instant.  

Now, the factory was filled with thick smoke from the burned-out flames.  

The haze grew so dense that it obscured the entire factory’s visibility.  

And soon, it reached Yeji, who had been hiding in a corner.  

Smoke mixed with filthy factory dust.  

Breathing it in, Yeji started coughing.  

She desperately covered her mouth to muffle the sound.  

But had she already made too much noise?  

Soon, she heard footsteps approaching.  

"…"  

The closer they got, the louder her heartbeat became.  

She prayed that the person who found her was Ji-soo.  

However…  

The footsteps were far too heavy to be hers.  

"What are you?"  

A deep, imposing voice.  

It wasn’t Ji-soo.  

<12, Dokgo Hyuk>

Ranking: Formerly 12th. Currently unregistered.  

Ability: Body Carbonization.  

Occupation: Former Special Forces Sergeant before the Gate Incident.  

Information: An early ranker who died during the Gate Opening incident. Revived thanks to Park Shin-ae.  

Park Shin-ae offered him a higher number, but he insisted on keeping his old ranking—12.  

In the end, the first to rise from the explosion was 12.  

As he waited for the smoke to clear, he heard Yeji’s cough.  

Yeji, trembling in his shadow.  

She quickly scrambled to her feet.  

Then, without looking back, she started running.  

The thick smoke prevented her from being caught immediately.  

“Intruder spotted! Catch her at once!”  

A chilling shout rang out behind her.  

Yeji ignored the voice and ran toward what she hoped was the exit.  

But…  

The dense fog made it impossible to tell where the exit was.  

All she could do was run forward like a madwoman.  

As she distanced herself from the point of impact, the smoke thinned.  

She prayed desperately that the open space ahead would be the way out.  

However…  

Unfortunately, what awaited her—  

Was a group of 12’s subordinates.  

“She’s over here!”  

Blades rushed toward her, sharp and merciless.  

In that moment, her entire life flashed before her eyes.  

A lifetime of struggles, of hardship.  

Even when the Gate opened, she was powerless.  

And now, at the end of this chain of misfortunes, she was caught up in this horrific event.  

Too exhausted to resist, she simply closed her eyes in resignation.  

But then—  

A voice reached her ears.  

“Yeji!”  

Ji-soo?  

Or the other two hunters?  

No.  

They were all dead.  

Then who on earth had come to save her?  

Yeji weakly turned her head toward the voice.  

And at that moment—  

The hunters swinging their swords at her froze in place.  

Their bodies wrapped in glistening ice.  

Then, someone leaped down from the second floor of the factory.  

Gliding down the ice, landing gracefully.  

“Si… Si-ho?”  

A tightly fitted bartender outfit.  

A choker adorning her strikingly alluring face.  

Si-ho, the one who had comforted her earlier.  

“Close your eyes!!”  

Si-ho shouted urgently.  

Yeji obeyed without question.  

Si-ho reached into her black blazer and pulled out a white potion.  

Then, without hesitation, she uncapped it.  

She casually tossed the opened potion into the air.  

As the liquid dispersed midair—  

“—!”  

A blinding light erupted, followed by an ear-splitting ringing.  

Yeji crouched, covering her ears with both hands.  

Si-ho grabbed her arm.  

“Just follow me!”  

Holding onto Yeji, Si-ho dashed forward.  

Behind them, gunfire erupted.  

Hunters howled in pain, blinded by the flash.  

The two raced through the same dim hallway they had entered earlier.  

Then, together, they shoved open the once-sealed factory doors.  

Now outside, Yeji finally thought of the three women they had left behind.  

She asked Si-ho in a worried tone.  

“Will they be okay?”  

“Don’t worry! They’re not the kind to die so easily!”  

Yeji had witnessed their apparent deaths firsthand.  

But somehow, thanks to Si-ho’s confidence,  

She felt as if they were still alive.  

That reassurance let her refocus on escaping.  

“Just a little more! We’re almost there!”  

Gasping for breath, Yeji watched Si-ho sprint ahead.  

She had always thought she had decent stamina.  

But no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t keep up with Si-ho’s fox-like speed.  

“Si-ho… I can’t keep running…!”  

“There’s a ride up ahead! Just a little more!”  

Half-conscious, Yeji chased after Si-ho toward the back of the factory.  

Her mind focused solely on the word “ride.”  

Si-ho retrieved something she had prepared in advance.  

And with practiced ease, she climbed aboard.  

“Hurry, get on!”  

Trusting her words, Yeji turned the corner of the alley.  

A motorcycle? A car?  

Anything was fine, as long as it got them out of here…  

But when she finally saw what Si-ho had prepared,  

Yeji’s eyes widened in disbelief.  

“Eh…?”  

What Si-ho proudly presented—  

“—.”  

A cheerful whistle.  

Tiny wheels.  

A small park bicycle.  

“Trust me! I’ll get you to the city safely!”  

Si-ho raised a fist in determination.  

But in Yeji’s eyes,  

She looked more like a small, excitable animal than a reliable savior.
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    A chilling and dangerous abandoned factory district.  

The sound of a ringing bicycle echoed through the area.  

“---.”  

The tiny wheels rolled powerfully along the road.  

Yeji listened to the sound as she clung to Si-ho’s back.  

Since the speed was quite fast, she tightly wrapped her arms around her waist.  

“Um… Yeji-ssi.”  

“Yes?”  

“Sorry, but could you hold on a little more gently?”  

Si-ho turned back to look at her, her face completely flushed.  

Pedaling was already exhausting, and with Yeji clinging to her, even breathing seemed difficult.  

“Ah… I’m sorry!”  

Yeji immediately let go of her arms.  

But then, she lost her balance and nearly toppled off the bicycle.  

As a result, she grabbed onto Si-ho again, and a faint scent brushed past her nose.  

A warm, animal-like scent.  

Yeji twitched her nose at the smell.  

“Do you happen to have a pet?”  

“Out of nowhere, a pet?”  

At the unexpected question, Si-ho tilted her head in confusion.  

Feeling embarrassed, Yeji shyly explained her reasoning.  

“I also have a dog at home, and it smells similar.”  

“There’s no way. I live alone…”  

Si-ho forced a smile and turned her gaze back to the front.  

Something felt off, but she decided not to dwell on it for now.  

First, they needed to escape this factory district.  

Since Anna, Ji-soo, and Executor had raided the factory, Park Shin-ae’s numerous hunters would soon swarm the area.  

Of course, it was unimaginable for those three to lose.  

However, Yeji-ssi was the one who reported the factory to those three hunters.  

On top of that, she was a direct witness to their battle.  

Park Shin-ae would never let Yeji-ssi live.  

She was that cruel of a woman.  

Si-ho swallowed hard.  

Then, she pushed his legs even harder against the pedals, trying to increase the bicycle’s speed as much as possible.  

“Yeji-ssi.”  

“Y-yeah….”  

At the increasing speed, Yeji mumbled in a trembling voice.  

Si-ho was a little worried about her, but since she had to keep her hands on the handlebars, she had no choice but to ask her for a favor, even if it was difficult.  

“If you check behind the bicycle, there’s a storage compartment, right? Please take out the potions inside!”  

“B-behind…?”  

Before she knew it, Yeji’s tied-up hair had come undone.  

Brushing it back, she opened the storage compartment.  

Inside, various glass bottles glowed faintly.  

“Hold onto them, and when I give you the signal, throw them!”  

Si-ho, breathing heavily, made her request.  

Sensing the urgency in his breath, Yeji felt scared but bravely took out the glass bottles.  

Blue, red, yellow.  

“Start by drinking the yellow one first!”  

Yeji wanted to ask what the potion was.  

However, since the situation was urgent, she chose to trust her and drink it.  

  

Grade: ★★★★☆ (Flawless)  

Effect: Increases fire resistance by 20. Upon consumption, grants complete immunity to fire attacks for 10 minutes.  

Info: A refreshing cocktail that can even block the scorching heat of Flodia.  

For a real man, Florida Cocktail is the best substitute for sunscreen! (Non-alcoholic)  

“It… it’s delicious…!”  

She had hurriedly drunk the potion while riding on the bicycle.  

However, her eyes sparkled—it was unexpectedly tasty.  

Sweet orange juice.  

Tangy lemon juice blending together in perfect harmony.  

“Of course—who do you think made it… kehk….”  

Si-ho proudly boasted while drinking, only to choke.  

Because she was drinking while riding, he failed to notice a rock embedded in the road.  

The bicycle jolted.  

Si-ho, now with her face covered in cocktail, grimaced as she handed back the empty bottle.  

“But why did we drink only this one first?”  

“Oh, you’ll see soon enough.”  

Still sticky-faced, Si-ho pointed ahead.  

Yeji followed his gaze.  

“I don’t see anything…?”  

But soon, she understood what he meant.  

A loud flash of headlights appeared on the distant horizon.  

“There! Grab them!”  

Park Shin-ae’s hunters.  

Just as Si-ho had predicted, they had come to capture Yeji.  

Even worse, more were chasing them from behind.  

They were completely surrounded.  

Yet, despite the dire situation, Si-ho shouted confidently.  

“Alright, now throw the red potion!”  

“Huh?! This one?”  

“There’s no time, don’t think—just throw it with all your strength!”  

Yeji clutched the red potion tightly in both hands.  

Her hands trembled uncontrollably.  

Just what was this…?  

However, she had no choice but to steel herself.  

Countless hunters filled the path ahead.  

In their hands were longswords and axes.  

Some even carried massive maces.  

If they swung those maces at the passing bicycle…  

The two of them would be crushed instantly.  

That was why Yeji tightly shut her eyes.  

And the moment she opened them again—  

She positioned herself like a pitcher.  

Her profession was a hostess.  

And her specialty was ‘throwing’ liquor bottles at perverted, unruly customers.  

Especially since her accuracy was so precise that even Madam acknowledged it.  

At last, the potion left her hands.  

The red glass bottle soared high into the air.  

And the moment it dropped in front of the hunters wearing night vision goggles—  

“------!!”  

The shattered red liquid erupted into a massive cloud of flames, engulfing the world.  

A size comparable to the fiery tsunami Ji-soo had once summoned.  

The overwhelming scale of it made Yeji squint her eyes.  

  

Grade: ★★★★ (Quasi-Artifact)  

Effect: Creates a firestorm within a 500-meter radius of the thrown area.  

Anyone who enters the storm will have all healing effects suppressed for 30 minutes.  

Info: A cocktail potion as intense as its high alcohol content.  

A special potion Si-ho created after closely studying Ji-soo’s abilities.  

“S-Si-ho-ssi! How are we supposed to get through that?!”  

Blazing fire ahead.  

Hunters chasing from behind.  

Caught between both, Yeji panicked.  

However, even in this situation, Si-ho remained calm.  

Because she was no longer just an inexperienced F-rank hunter.  

Si-ho pedaled straight toward the raging firestorm ahead.  

As the flames approached, Yeji’s eyes widened in shock.  

“Don’t worry! I calculated everything!”  

Si-ho pulled out a pair of goggles from the bicycle’s basket.  

Then, without hesitation, she plunged into the flames.  

“-----!”  

Yeji let out a terrified scream as fire engulfed her.  

She was sure her entire body would burn to ashes.  

But…  

Not a single part of her was burned.  

Not even a strand of her flowing hair was singed.  

Rather, her body felt cool, as if she were bathed in the crisp night air.  

Amazed by the surreal experience, she looked down at her hands.  

The Florida Cocktail she had drunk earlier.  

Thanks to that cocktail, a white protective barrier surrounded her entire body.  

“How is it? Doesn’t it feel like passing through the sun?”  

Si-ho spoke leisurely, like a pilot steering a spacecraft.  

Yeji, mesmerized, quietly admired the scenery within the firestorm.  

The whole world glowed red, as beautiful as the surface of the sun.  

Before she knew it, the fear that had gripped her had completely vanished.  

Naturally, she wrapped her arms around Si-ho’s waist and relaxed.  

Even after passing through the firestorm, she remained composed.  

“So, how was it? Easier to escape than you thought, right?”  

Si-ho grinned and held his nose high with pride.  

Before she knew it, she had regained nearly the full extent of her abilities from her prime.  

“Yes. Thanks to you, I survived.”  

Yeji, as if praising her, gently rested her cheek against his back.  

Now, she trusted both Si-ho and this tiny bicycle.  

“But, Si-ho-ssi.”  

“Yeah?”  

“Why a bicycle, of all things?”  

“Ah… well, I don’t have a license.”  

Si-ho laughed awkwardly.  

“Executor noona told me never to even think about driving a car.”  

Memories suddenly flashed through her mind.  

Si-ho still seemed unable to forget the feel of Anna’s Porsche.  

Meanwhile, the bicycle had finally exited the abandoned factory district.  

Just a little farther, and they would reach the city.  

From a distance, faint but distinct sounds of cars and people began to emerge.  

“If we just cross that bridge, we’ll be there.”  

Si-ho pointed toward a long bridge stretching across the horizon, as if he had planned everything in advance.  

The bridge was so long that it would take quite some time to cross on a bicycle.  

“Wait a second.”  

The bartender furrowed her brows despite being so close to their goal.  

At the far end of the bridge, barricades had been set up.  

A group of hunters, wearing the same night vision goggles as the ones they had encountered earlier, was patrolling the area.  

“They already surrounded the factory district….”  

Yeji asked in a worried tone, observing their tight security.  

“W-what do we do now? From what I remember, this is the only bridge leading into the city….”  

“Should we get off the bicycle for now?”  

Si-ho carefully steered the bicycle toward the riverbank.  

Unlike when they first started, the bicycle was now badly dented.  

He slowly gazed up at the occupied bridge.  

Impenetrable security.  

Feeling suffocated by the tense atmosphere, the bartender let out a deep sigh.  

In the end, the two decided to walk along the riverbank, moving farther away from the bridge.  

However, no matter how far they walked, they found no other bridges or any means to cross.  

“Should we just hide around here?”  

Yeji clasped her hands tightly, unsure of what to do.  

Si-ho shook his head at her concern.  

“We still have the blue potion, right?”  

“Yes, here….”  

Si-ho took the mysterious glass bottle.  

Then, he carefully walked along the river, searching for the closest point to the opposite side.  

“This spot should work….”  

Si-ho had found the closest possible crossing point.  

A solid 500 meters across.  

Even though the potion’s effect wasn’t too wide, the distance was still daunting.  

Yet, the bartender confidently approached the water’s edge.  

“I really didn’t want to use this….”  

Si-ho firmly pulled out the potion’s cork.  

The crisp pop of the cork echoed along the riverbank.  

Then, as if pouring a drink, he slowly let the potion drip into the water.  

And at that moment—  

Yeji’s lips parted in awe at the breathtaking magic before her.  

The droplets of potion touched the water’s surface.  

From the point of impact, the river began to freeze over.  

  

Grade: ★★★★ (Quasi-Artifact)  

Effect: Freezes the area where the potion is poured. If thrown at a target, it will freeze them for 10 minutes.  

Info: A beautiful blue cocktail transformed into a potion, modeled after the Blue Lagoon.  

On the day Si-ho and Ji-soo escaped from the lab, she had created an iceberg to cross the second floor.  

This was a rough recreation of that technique.  

However, the effect duration was much shorter, and the ice wasn’t as solid.  

“Be careful. It’s still incomplete, so the ice might not be strong enough. I’m still not very good at this….”  

Unlike when she had escaped before, Si-ho now looked uncertain.  

Seeing his hesitation, Yeji beamed brightly.  

“It’s okay! Si-ho-ssi is an amazing hunter! I’m sure the ice turned out just fine!”  

“…An amazing hunter….”  

Si-ho blushed at her words.  

As if embarrassed by her own reaction, she quickly turned away.  

Then, covering her mouth with the back of her hand, she chuckled.  

“Well… I am a proper B-rank hunter now…. Haha….”  

As if mesmerized, Si-ho slowly stepped onto the ice.  

Thankfully, the surface was solid enough to walk on.  

But then—  

“Amazing hun—whoa?! ”  

Muttering to herself, Si-ho suddenly slipped on the ice.  

With a loud crackling sound, she crashed down onto the frozen surface.  

“S-Si-ho-ssi!”  

Yeji hurried over to her.  

However, the bartender didn’t get up right away.  

Utterly embarrassed, she covered her face with both hands.  

It seemed that becoming a ‘cool hunter’ was still a long way off.  
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    The two arrived in downtown Ansan.  

Even though it was late at night, many shop lights were still on.  

Just seeing those lights was enough to make Yeji feel relieved.  

However, Si-ho, who was leading the way, did not head toward the shopping district or the Association's security team.  

Instead, she was heading toward a dark alley.  

“U-Um, Si-ho-nim, where are we going right now?”  

At some point, Yeji had started addressing Si-ho with honorifics.  

“To the safest place possible.”  

Si-ho answered her question with a relaxed smile.  

The small bartender’s finger pointed toward a black sedan parked in the alley.  

Soon, several men began getting out of the sedan upon noticing them.  

They were all wearing sunglasses and black suits.  

Yeji was instantly overwhelmed by their imposing appearance.  

They looked like mafia members straight out of a noir film.  

“W-Who are they…?”  

A predictable reaction.  

Si-ho gestured for the trembling Yeji to not worry.  

“Don’t worry, they’re the wonderful chauffeurs who came to pick us up.”  

When Si-ho waved her hand, the men bowed their heads in greeting.  

Their politeness was as if they were meeting the wife of their boss.  

“We’re relieved that you’ve arrived safely, madam.” 

“Madam…?”  

Yeji was startled by the sudden use of the word "madam."  

She looked like she was in her early twenties at most, yet she was already married?  

Could it be that Si-ho’s husband was someone incredibly powerful?  

Her mind was filled with wild imaginations.  

For the first time in her life, Yeji was surrounded by massive Hunters as she slowly moved toward the car.  

It felt like she was being protected like a famous celebrity.  

She wondered if she would receive this kind of escort all the time if she became a singer.  

Si-ho confidently took the front passenger seat first.  

Yeji followed and got into the backseat.  

The plush leather seats.  

The moment she sank into them, she noticed the driver’s seat.  

Unlike the men who had stepped out of the car earlier, a woman was sitting there.  

A black ponytail.  

A black suit, and a healthy yet stunning figure that couldn’t be hidden by clothing.  

Anyone could see she was a beauty.  

If there was one notable feature, it was her sharp, slightly cold-looking eyes.  

“Black Snake, I think we can head out now.”  

Si-ho made the request in a friendly tone.  

Hearing that, Black Snake immediately started the car.  

“You’ve worked hard, Si-ho-nim.”  

At those words, Black Snake, who had seemed cold until now, smiled slightly.  

Yeji was surprised by the unexpectedly gentle smile that didn’t match her appearance.  

‘Everyone around Si-ho-nim is a beauty….’  

Yeji, momentarily mesmerized by Black Snake’s looks, soon snapped out of it.  

She then asked about their unfamiliar destination.  

“Excuse me, but where exactly are we going right now?”  

Si-ho hesitated for a moment before answering.  

Then, as if she had come up with a good idea, she playfully scrunched her tear mole.  

“Hmm~ The safest place in all of Korea right now.”  

Yeji couldn’t understand that answer right away.  

There was no way a safe place existed in a lawless era like this.  

But soon, she realized what Si-ho meant.  

Because right in front of her appeared the grand entrance of a penthouse.  

“Wow….”  

The black sedan stopped in the lobby on the first floor of the penthouse.  

There, a large number of Ilshim Hunters were already waiting in suits.  

As soon as Si-ho and Black Snake arrived, they all bowed in unison.  

Yeji absentmindedly watched the scene from behind.  

“Yeji-ssi, what are you doing? Hurry up and follow me.”  

Si-ho lightly glanced back with her hands clasped behind her.  

She spoke to Yeji with her eyes half-closed.  

“Since you’re here, let’s have something to drink before we go in.”  

Leisure.  

At some point, Si-ho had gained a sense of ease.  

Hearing that, Yeji relaxed a little and followed her toward the first-floor restaurant.  

Laurant.  

It was originally a cafeteria that operated only until 10 PM.  

However, as soon as Si-ho entered, the kitchen hurriedly reopened.  

The chef quickly put on a white hygiene cap and greeted Si-ho.  

“Oh dear, why are you here at this hour…? You clearly told me you’d just borrow the kitchen alone.”  

Si-ho looked surprised at his unexpected return to work.  

But the chef frantically shook his head.  

“No, ma’am! You’ve just finished a busy day, so I should at least be of some help like this!”  

The middle-aged man personally guided the three of them to a table.  

However, Black Snake didn’t sit down and instead stood close to Si-ho, guarding her.  

“Oh dear… I feel bad. Yeji-ssi, let’s have a quick drink and go rest.”  

“Thank you….”  

Yeji bowed her head politely.  

Si-ho responded with a bright smile.  

“You don’t have to thank me. None of these privileges are because of me.”  

Yeji instinctively assumed that it was all thanks to Si-ho’s husband.  

But she didn’t bother asking who he was.  

He was probably an impressive man anyway.  

However, the moment she looked at Si-ho again—  

Yeji suddenly thought that maybe her husband wasn’t a man at all. 

Si-ho was charming enough to captivate anyone.  

Her eyes had a strangely seductive quality, yet her small stature and eye-smile made her feel approachable.  

Even the Room Sisters weren’t this striking, so Yeji could only be amazed.  

“Yeji-ssi?”  

“Y-Yes?!”  

Yeji barely snapped back to reality at Si-ho’s call.  

Before she knew it, a warm cup of tea and simple salmon canapés had been placed in front of her.  

“Why were you spacing out like that?”  

“Ah… It’s nothing. It’s just that you’re so pretty, like a celebrity, Si-ho-ssi.”  

“C-Celebrity? No way. I don’t even know how to do makeup…”  

For the first time, Si-ho stammered in response to Yeji’s words.  

She always considered herself carefree, yet now she cupped her cheeks in embarrassment.  

Even the way her eyes curled seductively when she got shy—it was completely natural.  

“Huh? But it looks like you at least have some basic makeup on?”  

“Oh, a close unni did this for me. I’ve been learning lately, but I’m really bad at it…”  

If this was her face with just basic makeup…  

Yeji couldn’t help but admire her even more.  

“If I were a talent scout, I’d hand you my business card right away.”  

“A talent scout?”  

“Yes… Back when I was an aspiring singer, there were younger girls who got recruited through business cards.”  

Of course, all of them debuted.  

And Yeji debuted in the red-light district of Ansan.  

Faced with that bitter reality, Yeji pressed her lips shut.  

Si-ho looked down at her with sympathetic eyes.  

“A talent scout, huh… Then I guess what I just did counts as scouting, too.”  

Yeji tilted her head at Si-ho’s cryptic words.  

Seeing that she hadn’t understood yet, Si-ho kindly explained.  

“Yeji-ssi, do you remember when we first met?”  

“When we first met…?”  

Yeji quickly tried to recall her memories with Si-ho.  

Then, she suddenly stopped at the phone number Si-ho had given her.  

“Actually, that number… It belongs to the CEO of Ilshim’s entertainment company, Sound Heart.”  

“W-What?!”  

Sound Heart.  

One of the most successful entertainment companies in Korea today.  

Of course, it hadn’t been a big company from the start.  

But thanks to the aggressive investments of a legendary Ilshim executive, it had skyrocketed in growth.  

And, more importantly—  

Yeji’s favorite singer.  

JEI was also part of this company.  

“For now, just rest in an empty room here tonight. By tomorrow, the CEO and JEI will come to see you in person.”  

“Si-Si-ho-nim… Don’t tell me, you actually know JEI?”  

Yeji couldn’t believe the reality unfolding before her eyes.  

It felt like she was high on drugs, lost in a blissful dream.  

“Yes~, we’re very close. I personally asked her to meet you tomorrow.”  

Si-ho smiled brightly as she sipped her milk.  

A white milk stain was left on her lips.  

Seeing this, Black Snake, who had been watching from the side, silently handed her a tissue.  

Si-ho accepted it and gently dabbed her lips.  

“Really… Thank you. I don’t even know what I did to deserve all this…”  

Yeji lowered her head, her voice trembling.  

Si-ho patted her shoulder.  

“What do you mean? You’ve been a huge help to us.”  

“A huge help?”  

“Yes. We’re currently tracking Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae.”  

“Oh, I heard… She’s a wanted fugitive now.”  

There wasn’t a single person in Korea who didn’t know Park Shin-ae’s name.  

The beautiful face on her wanted posters.  

But with that very face, she had conducted inhumane experiments on countless people.  

The public was horrified by the revelations.  

Yet there were still many who refused to believe the truth and continued to worship her.  

“Thanks to you, we found her operation site.”  

Yeji’s most unpleasant regular customer.  

The place where he worked… turned out to be a human experimentation factory.  

Just thinking about it sent chills down her spine.  

And the fact that only three female Hunters had stormed such a place… 

Would they really be okay?  

“Will they be alright?”  

“Yes, they’ll probably be fine.”  

Si-ho spoke as if she was completely certain that those Hunters had won.  

Seeing her confidence, Yeji felt somewhat relieved as well.  

But at the same time, she couldn’t help but worry.  

After all, she had seen that office explode and collapse deep underground.  

Especially that man whose entire body had turned to carbon.  

His power was utterly overwhelming.  

Yet, Si-ho wasn’t the least bit concerned about Yeji’s worries.  

Instead, she grinned brightly and declared with confidence.  

“My unnies are insanely strong.”  

*** 

“You idiots! How the hell did you let a single fox slip away?”  

12 slammed the factory floor in frustration.  

The sheer force of the impact caused the ground to sink slightly.  

“I’m sorry. We heard she had almost exhausted her abilities… But she still managed to shoot fire and even freeze a river to cross it.”  

“Hah, unbelievable. Just a fragment of Angelic Hand, and she could still pull that off…”  

Clicking his tongue, 12 turned his gaze toward the pit where he had buried Ji-soo.  

Only wisps of smoke curled up from the hole.  

Ji-soo was nowhere to be seen.  

“You deployed agents in the city, right? What did they say?”  

“Well… It seems they had a car prepared in advance. They’ve vanished completely….”  

12 placed his hands on his hips and glared at his subordinates.  

But soon, he let out a deep sigh and shook his head.  

“Damn it… Then they must’ve returned to Ilshim’s territory.”  

12 scratched his head in frustration.  

Then, all of a sudden, his fingers stopped moving mid-scratch.  

“Yeah, you’ll never be able to catch Si-ho.”  

A voice rang out from the wreckage of the collapsed second-floor container.  

12’s eyes widened in shock.  

The two Rankers he had been certain were dead were now strolling out from behind the debris.  

His brows furrowed deeply.  

He muttered in disbelief.  

“Incredible… That was high-purity dynamite, and yet….”  

“That’s right. Thanks to that, we had to stack five layers of dummies to block it.”  

Executor.  

She emerged leisurely, her face lightly dusted with ash.  

Standing beside her was Anna.  

She added to Executor’s words with a scoff.  

“Thanks to that, I had to be stuck with this bitch the whole time.”  

At those words, Executor snapped at her.  

“Hey, who exactly clung to whom?”  

They paid no attention to 12.  

They weren’t angry about his bombs.  

What really pissed them off was the fact that they had been forced to hold onto each other.  

Watching them, the Inaugural Ranker wore an utterly dumbfounded expression. 
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    “Even in front of me, you seem quite relaxed.”
12 narrowed his eyes and watched the two rankers.
Their attitude toward him was extremely arrogant.
“Of course. All your so-called great seniors died by my hand.”
However, Executor took it a step further.
Like a high-ranking executive of a major corporation, she folded her arms and stared intently at 12.
“You killed the Counters… So, are you that Anna and Executor?”
“Executor and Anna.”
Executor immediately cut off 12’s words.
Then, Anna tapped her shoulder and spoke again.
“The correct order in Hangul is ‘ㅇ’ first. So, it’s Anna and Executor.”
“You keep picking a fight, huh?”
Executor glared at Anna’s firm stance.
The white-haired ranker smirked and turned her gaze away.
“So, why did such important people come all the way to Ansan?”
12, seemingly annoyed by their banter, got straight to the point.
There was not a trace of amusement left in his eyes.
“Why else? You guys keep hiding, so we came personally to catch you.”
Straight to the point.
At those words, Executor also dropped her playful tone.
And with her characteristic sharp red eyes, she glared at 12.
A completely different feeling from Ji-soo.  

If she had been a clumsy rookie ranker.  

Then Executor felt like staring at a giant Imoogi.  

A veteran ranker who had been through countless battles.  

Unlike with Ji-soo, 12 immediately took a defensive stance.  

Because there was no room for leisure against her.  

“---!”  

The deadly battle finally began.  

A giant hand burst through the factory wall.  

A hand several times larger than 12’s own massive body crushed down on him.  

Many rankers and dozens of hunters had been buried under that hand.  

Naturally, they thought 12 wouldn’t be able to withstand its crushing force either.  

But…  

The hand pressing down on 12 began to tremble.  

Eventually, its flesh and skin ripped apart like fragile paper.  

“The meat’s pretty tough.”  

From within, 12 emerged triumphantly.  

And without hesitation, he dashed toward Executor.  

His fist, carbonized and shrouded in black,  

Surged straight toward Executor’s face.  

“Move.”  

Anna forcefully shoved Executor aside.  

And met 12’s fist head-on with her carbon blade.  

As carbon met carbon, a shrill screech echoed.  

Red sparks flew toward their faces, but neither flinched.  

Such minor pain didn’t matter one bit in this situation.  

Unlike 06, his fists were solid to the core.  

Unlike Ji-soo, his arm strength was far greater.  

Both instantly recognized each other as formidable opponents.  

“As expected… No wonder the juniors lost!”  

12 smirked as if relishing the fight.  

His brown eyes gleamed with the thrill of intense combat.  

“....”  

But Anna didn’t react at all to his praise.  

Because when she fought, she was colder than anyone.  

Her white-toned muscles tensed.  

And then—  

She shoved 12’s fist aside with sheer force.  

Shocked that he had been overpowered,  

12 widened his smile in disbelief.  

“Amazing… How can a woman have such strength?”  

He rolled his tense shoulders from side to side.  

With every movement, the sound of his muscles tightening echoed.  

Soon, 12 bent his knees once more.  

And like when he faced Ji-soo, he lunged at Anna, tearing through the ground.  

But this time was different.  

As he closed the distance,  

He swung his fist not once, but dozens of times in rapid succession.  

Even as Anna blocked each strike with her blade, he didn’t stop.  

Yet, a sword made of the same material wouldn’t break so easily.  

Then, for just a single moment—his fist lagged behind.  

“---!”  

Anna instinctively ducked to avoid the punch.  

And in the same motion, she slashed his side in a swift arc.  

“Hoo….”  

12 tilted his head, savoring the rare sensation of pain.  

A thin cut had formed along his side.  

Thick black blood dripped down.  

He smeared it with his fingers and tasted it.  

“Just the right amount of iron.”  

Anna brushed back her disheveled hair.  

Then, she gazed up at 12, who still looked composed.  

Perhaps from clashing against his carbonized fists so many times—  

Her wrists had already swollen badly.  

It felt like striking a diamond repeatedly with a sword.  

Anna clenched her jaw to endure the pain.  

A brief moment of silence.  

The two rankers kept their distance, slowly circling the center of the factory.  

“Ugh….” 

In the meantime, Ji-soo crawled out of the pit.  

Her face looked wretched, as if she had been buried underground for days.  

“You really managed to survive, huh?”  

Executor, who had been watching Anna and 12’s standoff, turned her head at the sound of her groan.  

Then, upon seeing Ji-soo’s injured state, she narrowed her eyes.  

“Yes, I held on thanks to the potion Si-ho gave me.”  

“Just rest. You can’t beat him alone anyway.”  

The red-eyed woman crossed her arms and turned her gaze away.  

Because looking at Ji-soo’s face made her uncomfortable.  

The one Si-ho loved.  

Of course, Executor had her body now, but her most important first love was still Ji-soo.  

She didn’t like that fact, but…  

Executor eventually resigned herself to it.  

For Si-ho to be happy, Ji-soo was necessary.  

“Even so, I want to help somehow….”  

Si-ho’s first love staggered, clutching her injured arm.  

Slowly, she approached Executor’s side.  

“He’s immune to my ability. The only way to stop him is with the same carbon material.”  

A brute force that could punch through even the thickest barriers.  

Executor didn’t want to admit it, but this time, she had no choice but to leave it to Anna.  

However, that thought vanished in an instant.  

Because 12 wasn’t just any ordinary ranker.  

In the early days when gates first opened—  

Before he was trampled by the Grade-1 monster, the Babylonian Giant, he had been one of the strongest warriors.  

The moment 12 clashed blades with Anna again—  

He suddenly grabbed her sword by the blade.  

“I need to do something about this annoying sword first.”  

12’s brow furrowed like a tiger’s.  

He gripped it with such force that it seemed like all his focus was drawn to his head.  

The absurd strength made Anna’s eyebrows furrow as well.  

And soon—  

The carbon blade snapped cleanly in half before their eyes.  

12 seized the broken sword fragment and swung it down toward Anna’s neck.  

In response, she immediately let go of her sword.  

With practiced ease, she pulled a carbon dagger from her jacket pocket and blocked the incoming blade fragment.  

“This is fun. So damn fun!”  

The daggers clashed multiple times.  

Finding even this thrilling, 12 suddenly dropped his blade and met her attack with his fist instead.  

Then finally—  

Using his long reach, he managed to slam his fist into Anna’s face.  

“…!”  

Without making a sound, Anna was sent flying through the air.  

She crashed into a pile of broken machinery.  

“Anna!”  

Ji-soo quickly pushed herself up.  

As her emotions surged, flames erupted from her body once more.  

“Huh? You’re still alive too?”  

12’s eyes flashed as he reunited with Ji-soo, whom he was certain had died.  

The fact that she survived his punch made him scoff in amusement.  

“Mother was right. You people should never be left alive.”  

He clenched his teeth tightly.  

Then, to personally bury Ji-soo underground again, he lunged forward.  

A speed so overwhelming that the entire factory trembled.  

The world itself seemed to shake from his charge.  

“Ji-soo, how long can you release your flames at full power?”  

Executor asked while looking down at the shattered ground.  

Ji-soo hesitated for a moment, then opened her mouth.  

“I think… about five minutes.”  

“When I give the signal, blast him with everything you’ve got. Got it?”  

“Yes…!”  

Executor spread her arms wide.  

Then, she closed her eyes while staring at the fractured floor.  

“---.”  

From beneath the ruins, a chilling and grotesque sound echoed.  

And soon—  

Something black and shapeless began writhing its way up from the depths.  

“A corpse…?” 

A writhing human figure.  

But it wobbled as if filled with something other than blood.  

Ji-soo’s face twisted at the grotesque sight.  

“Look straight ahead. Just focus on the flames.”  

Ji-soo nodded.  

Her flames hadn’t worked on 12 before.  

But for some reason…  

If Executor was right, this time might be different.  

“Got it…! I’ll leave my back to you.”  

Ji-soo began drawing up the blood in her body.  

Before long, her golden eyes turned red like Executor’s.  

Her flames surged so intensely that even her hair flickered.  

The heat made Executor tug at her dress shirt.  

“---!”  

A massive blaze engulfed the charging 12.  

The factory, once shrouded in darkness, now blazed with maddening brightness.  

“Another worthless fire trick?”  

12 sneered and charged into the flames without hesitation.  

But…  

This time was different.  

Executor’s limp corpse.  

The moment it touched the fire, it exploded in an instant.  

Highly concentrated oil spilled from within.  

The flames, now soaked in oil, shifted from red to a deep, ominous blue.  

The overwhelming heat stopped 12 in his tracks.  

“What the hell, this is different…!”  

An unfamiliar, unnatural intensity of fire.  

12’s body began to glow red from the heat.  

“Kh…!”  

His eyebrows burned away.  

He covered his face with both arms and endured the searing flames.  

The heat had paralyzed him, leaving him unable to move.  

“Executor, we’re running out of time!”  

But 12 wasn’t the only one struggling.  

Ji-soo gasped for breath.  

Her hands, still outstretched, trembled violently.  

Executor glanced at her.  

“Hey, how long are you gonna lie there?”  

She turned toward the pile of debris where Anna had crashed.  

And the moment she finished speaking, thick smoke rose from the wreckage.  

From within that smoke, Anna reemerged.  

Her hair was disheveled.  

Black blood stained the corner of her mouth.  

But it didn’t matter.  

A single punch wasn’t enough to keep Anna down.  

The strongest experiment.  

Without hesitation, she leaped straight into the raging flames.  

Into the inferno where even 12 struggled to stand.  

The fire licked at her skin, scorching it red.  

But Anna didn’t care.  

In her grip was a broken shard of carbon steel.  

And that shard—  

Drove straight into 12’s neck.  

“W-What…!”  

His body had been impervious even to a carbon blade before.  

But perhaps because he had been tempered in the flames for too long—  

The shard sank deep into his thick neck.  

“Surprised?”  

Anna asked from within the roaring fire.  

A shimmering shield of Si-ho’s Florida Potion protected her body.  

“That’s why you shouldn’t have come alone.”  

Anna whispered in crisp Korean.  

Then, she lightly pushed the searing forehead of 12 with her finger.  

“Next time. Tell your ‘great’ mother to send some support.”  

The once-impenetrable 12—  

Shattered like glass at the touch of a single finger.
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    The flames died down.  

However, the abandoned factory was still filled with intense heat.  

Was it because of that heat?  

Executor unbuttoned her dress shirt and leisurely approached the remains of 12.  

A man who had been close to a combat weapon just moments ago.  

Now, he was scattered like shards of a broken glass.  

But Executor instinctively knew.  

That bastard wasn’t dead yet.  

To be precise, he was on the verge of death.  

“Do you like your situation?”  

Executor clicked her heels as she approached the fragment of 12’s face.  

Then, she picked up the shard with the lips still attached and slowly lifted it.  

“How meaningless. To think I… against women like this….”  

The quivering fragment of lips.  

It was so small and pathetic that it was hard to believe he had once been an inaugural ranker.  

“Don’t be too disappointed. You lost to three rankers, after all.”  

Executor glanced at Ji-soo as he spoke.  

Recognized as a ranker, she scratched the side of her head awkwardly.  

Her face was covered in ashes.  

However, her golden eyes still shone brightly.  

Watching her, Executor thought.  

Like a puppy rolling in the dirt.  

If Si-ho was tall and had a strong combat style, then Ji-soo would be just like this.  

Before long, Anna also approached.  

Her once pale skin was now flushed red.  

Even after drinking Si-ho’s potion, it couldn’t completely shield her from the extreme heat that scorched even carbon.  

“Is that so… well, I’ll take it as an honor.”  

12 chuckled bitterly, as if resigned.  

“Why would a strong ranker like you help a bitch like Park Shin-ae?”  

Executor acknowledged the enemy’s strength.  

Honestly, though it seemed like they had subdued him easily, this was the first time they had fought three against one.  

She was surprised inside.  

If Park Shin-ae had a whole squad of rankers like him under her command…  

Perhaps her talk of establishing a new government wasn’t just nonsense.  

“No choice. She brought me back the day I died.”  

Brought the dead back to life?  

Was she trying to become a god now?  

Come to think of it, when she had approached Si-ho before, she had sent a sand-made clone.  

Clones, sand, buff drugs, and now resurrection….  

“How many abilities have you stolen from hunters?”  

“I don’t know either, but….”  

12’s lips twitched.  

As if it was getting harder and harder to speak….  

“What’s certain is that she’ll come looking for you soon.”  

“Of course. That bitch is searching for Si-ho’s last piece of Angelic Hand.”  

“You talk as if she’ll never find it.”  

“Yeah, I hid it really well. Park Shin-ae will never find Si-ho.”  

Executor looked down at 12’s fragments with unwavering red eyes.  

However….  

Instead, the corners of 12’s lips curled up at her words.  

“What, are you laughing right now?”  

“Yeah, seeing how you still don’t know, it just makes me realize how incredible Mother really is.”  

He started cackling, so much so that it was unsettling.  

Annoyed by the sight, Executor pressed down hard on the fragment with her fingers.  

But a piece made of carbon felt no pain from mere fingers.  

Rather, he even mocked her.  

“You hid it well? Don’t tell me… you mean Penthouse 2401 in Songpa?”  

At his words, Executor’s face turned pale.  

Ji-soo, who had been listening beside her, gasped and covered her lips, and Anna’s eyebrows twitched.  

Because the place 12 had just mentioned was…  

The very house where Si-ho was currently staying.  

“How do you know that…?”  

Knowing she lived in a penthouse was something even Park Shin-ae could figure out.  

She could have inferred it from the Mark of Servitude.  

But to know the exact address?  

That meant she had already gotten close to Si-ho.  

“Since I’m about to die anyway, should I give you a warning?”  

12, who had been rational up until now, suddenly started speaking in a bizarre tone.  

Hearing his words, the once-composed Executor felt a chill run down her spine.  

“Leave Korea. If she returns, you will all die.”  

Before long, 12’s lips stiffened and stopped moving.  

Yet, Executor couldn’t bring herself to let go of the fragment.  

Her clenched hand trembled.  

Overwhelmed by unease, she abruptly threw the piece away.  

“We have to get to Seoul, now.”  

Executor immediately stood up and looked at Anna and Ji-soo.  

Both of them sensed that something was seriously wrong.  

“Does anyone have a phone? Someone, contact Si-ho right away!”  

Anna and Ji-soo, at her words, frantically searched their pockets for their phones.  

However, at that very moment—  

As if waiting for it, Executor’s phone began ringing.  

She hurriedly picked up the call.  

“Black Snake…? What’s wrong!”  

Unlike her usual stern demeanor, Executor’s voice was filled with urgency as she asked.  

“Why aren’t you answering!”  

But the response from her cherished subordinate did not come easily.  

It was a while before she finally heard a voice.  

“Team Leader Han… I’m sorry.”  

It wasn’t Black Snake’s usual voice.  

It sounded weak, as if she was barely holding on to life.  

“Sorry? What do you mean?”  

“There has been an intruder in the penthouse.”  

A penthouse as secure as a fortress.  

And yet, an intruder had appeared out of nowhere.  

Executor couldn’t understand it at all.  

Even if there had been an intruder, there should have been a report when they breached security.  

Had they infiltrated the inside before anyone could even send a report?  

Executor processed all these thoughts in just a few seconds.  

She instinctively sensed that the intruder was alone.  

“Is it just one person?”  

“Yes… a woman with long hair.”  

“What about Si-ho?”  

“I don’t know. But that woman… she’s headed towards Si-ho’s room….”  

Black Snake’s voice suddenly started crackling.  

As if the signal was being jammed.  

“Black Snake? Are you okay? Say something!”  

“I’m sorry, Team Leader….”  

And with that, the call was cut off.  

A deeper sense of unease washed over Executor.  

Black Snake was one of Ilshim’s strongest assets.  

For someone strong enough to take her down to have infiltrated the penthouse…  

“Something must have happened to Si-ho. We need to go, now!”  

At her urgent words, the two rankers also adopted serious expressions.  

They quickly followed Executor out of the abandoned factory.  

Especially Ji-soo.  

She still hadn’t had an honest conversation with Si-ho.  

Even when they reunited, they had remained awkward around each other.  

“Do-hyun….”  

That was why she felt even more anxious.  

Do-hyun, whom she had buried deep in guilt.  

Ji-soo, who needed to apologize for the last words she had said to him before he died.  

She was terrified that her final chance might disappear forever.  

“---.”  

Penthouse 2301.  

Even in the middle of the night, all the lights were off.  

In that vast, empty space, only Yeji remained.  

With her hands clasped behind her back, she admired the beautiful view through the glass.  

The glittering buildings.  

The lights spread across the surface of the Han River.  

A special privilege reserved only for those who had succeeded in this anarchic era.  

And now, that privilege…  

Was occupied by black-market corporations run by gangsters and armed factions established by hunters.  

The powerless had no choice but to live as their slaves for the rest of their lives.  

Even Yeji, having lived as a prostitute, knew the suffering of the weak better than anyone.  

She slipped her hand into the inner pocket of her jacket.  

And from within, she pulled out an hourglass.  

The sand inside was an unusual color.  

A fine, crimson hue, like something seen in a desert.  

Even more so….  

It was the same color as the sand in Park Shin-ae’s clone that had approached Si-ho at Moment.  

Soon, she tucked the hourglass back into her pocket.  

Someone was knocking at the door.  

Yeji leisurely walked toward it.  

Then, she carefully opened it.  

“You’re still awake?”  

A beauty with a black ponytail, dressed in a suit.  

It was Black Snake.  

In her hand, she held a glass covered with a cloth.  

“Yes… I couldn’t sleep.”  

Yeji responded with a soft smile.  

A mature and slightly suggestive expression.  

Unlike when Black Snake had first seen her, she now seemed much more composed, which put her at ease.  

It meant that the civilian witness had managed to find some level of mental stability.  

“This is a night drink from Si-ho. It’s called Golden Dream.”  

Yeji accepted the glass.  

A warm golden hue.  

There was foam on top, likely from milk or something else mixed in.  

“Have you been having any difficulties while staying here?”  

“No…, thanks to you.”  

“That’s a relief. If anything happens, please contact us immediately through the direct line.”  

Having finished her business, Black Snake moved to close the door.  

However…  

“Wait a moment.”  

Just as the door was about to shut, Yeji slipped her fingers into the gap.  

She glanced down the hallway, checking for anyone other than Black Snake, before speaking again.  

“Actually, the lights here won’t turn on. Could you take a quick look?”  

“The lights won’t turn on?”  

“Yes. Since it’s nighttime, I was just going to sleep anyway, but as you can see, I can’t seem to fall asleep. I’d like to leave them on.”  

Yeji pouted her lips with a troubled expression.  

Seeing that, Black Snake obediently nodded and stepped into the room.  

“The living room lights seem to work fine.”  

Black Snake responded calmly while flipping the switch.  

Yeji then beamed and pointed toward the bedroom in the corner.  

“It’s the bedroom lights that won’t turn on.”  

Following her finger, Black Snake headed toward the room.  

She groped through the darkness, searching for the switch.  

“The switch should be around here….”  

“No, a little higher than that.”  

She moved according to Yeji’s directions.  

But no matter how much she searched, she couldn’t feel any switch on the wall.  

“I don’t think there’s one on this wall.”  

“That’s strange. I’m sure I saw it there….”  

Yeji’s footsteps grew closer.  

Soon, her dark shadow was cast right beneath Black Snake.  

And then.  

“…?”  

A sudden, sharp pain pierced Black Snake’s side.  

It felt like being stabbed with a knife.  

Her black pupils trembled violently at the sensation.  

“Y-Yeji…?”  

With shaking eyes, Black Snake looked down at Yeji’s shadow.  

And in that moment, she realized.  

The woman in front of her was no mere prostitute.  

“That’s odd… I was sure it was here.”  

Dark green eyes.  

They curved into a thin, amused smile.  

At that moment, the bedroom light flicked on.  

Black Snake saw the dagger buried in her side—held by Yeji.  

“The light wasn’t turning on before… but now it works just fine.”  

Her voice, once unsure and soft, was now composed and confident.  

No longer the awkward movements of a civilian, but the precise and swift motions of a trained killer.  

“You… who the hell are you?”  

Black Snake’s voice trembled with the blood rising in her throat.  

Yeji simply smiled at the ranker.  

“What else? A cowardly prostitute.”  

She pulled out the hourglass she had tucked into her inner pocket.  

Then, with a dramatic gesture, she scattered the sand into the air.  

A cascade of crimson grains spilled onto the floor.  

The sand began to writhe, as if alive.  

Soon, flesh sprouted from it—until it took on the form of two real human beings.  

A pair of white-haired, red-eyed individuals.  

Faced with this magical phenomenon, Black Snake couldn’t hide her shock.  

But it wasn’t just the living sand that astonished her.  

“This place is nice. Building something like this with the money you extorted from the people, calling it taxes….”  

Yeji’s voice was completely different from when they first met.  

Watching Black Snake’s flustered expression, she spoke with delight.  

“That expression is perfect. Like a sinner facing a god.”  

She leaned in and whispered to the kneeling Black Snake.  

“Nice to meet you. My name is 00 (Zero).”  

“I’ve come to retrieve the last fragment of God.”  
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    “Mm— this isn’t it….”  

I mumbled while sipping the failed cocktail.  

Maybe because it had a vodka base, I was starting to feel a bit tipsy.  

Was it the slight buzz that made me hazy?  

Sniffling, I checked my wristwatch.  

“1 a.m….”  

I wondered if the Ansan incident had been resolved smoothly.  

It seemed to be taking longer than expected, which made me uneasy.  

"It'll be fine, the unnies..."  

I lightly slapped both cheeks and pulled myself together.  

Unnies, really.  

The word had stuck to my tongue without me even noticing.  

I forced myself to erase it from my mind somehow.  

Then, I began recreating the cocktail I had been experimenting with.  

I rubbed lemon juice along the rim of a chilled martini glass.  

Then I flipped it over and pressed it gently into a plate of sugar to coat it evenly.  

Next, I prepared a shaker filled with ice.  

Inside, I poured 1 ounce (30ml) of strong Absolut vodka.  

Then half an ounce (15ml) of sloe gin with a plum fragrance.  

Half an ounce (15ml) of dry vermouth.  

Lastly, I gave it a light squeeze of lemon juice and began shaking.  

After that, I poured it into the sugar-rimmed glass...  

  

Grade: ????? (Unmeasurable)  

Effect: Only certain individuals can experience its effects.  

Info: A cocktail Si-ho made while thinking of someone.  

Its effects remain unknown until the target drinks it themselves.  

A passionate red, like flames.  

And sugar piled on the rim like white snow.  

The entire time I made this drink, I thought of many people.  

“It’s finished….”  

I grasped the beautifully red cocktail.  

Then gave it a slow swirl, checking its color.  

Before I knew it, red and white had become my favorite colors.  

“It’s already dawn, so I’ll make it again this evening.”  

Thinking of the three of them, my lips curled up naturally.  

Since I made it anyway, I decided to have one last drink before bed.  

And just as I brought the cocktail to my lips…  

“---.”  

The doorbell rang.  

“Who could it be at this hour?”  

If it were Executor, they would’ve easily unlocked the door.  

Same with the Vice Chairman.  

Then could it be Black Snake?  

I set the Kiss of Fire down on the table for a moment.  

If it really was Black Snake, maybe I’d let her try it.  

Thinking that, I calmly opened the front door.  

And at that moment—  

A chill briefly ran down my spine.  

Because the silhouette I saw through the door crack wasn’t Black Snake’s.  

But I was able to let out a sigh of relief soon after.  

Because once the door opened fully, I saw it was none other than Yeji.  

“Yeji, you scared me. You’re still up?”  

Yeji looked at me with a gentle smile.  

Her hair was down, and she looked more feminine than usual.  

“Yes, I couldn’t sleep after everything that happened today…”  

A nervous voice.  

I supposed, being a civilian, the shock of today’s events must’ve hit her hard.  

“Would you like to come in for a bit?”  

“Yes, thank you.”  

Yeji slowly stepped into the penthouse.  

I seated her at the table and checked the fridge to see if there was anything to drink.  

“Did you try the one Black Snake gave you earlier?”  

“Yes, it was sweet and delicious.”  

Yeji stared quietly at the Kiss of Fire resting on the table.  

She tapped it with her finger, as if curious about the red-colored drink.  

“Actually, I came because I wanted to ask for another glass.”  

“Really? Just a moment. I’ll make you a Midori Shower, okay?”  

“Mm—that sounds nice too, but what’s this one?”  

I turned my head and looked at the cocktail she was touching.  

Then smiled softly and answered kindly.  

“Oh, that’s ‘Kiss of Fire.’ The alcohol content is high, so it’s not really suited for a nightcap. Please don’t drink it.”  

“I see—.”  

Yeji didn’t insist on drinking it.  

Thanks to that, I started preparing the Midori Shower.  

I washed a glass and wiped it dry until it squeaked.  

But soon, my hands stopped moving mid-task.  

“How do you make alcohol taste so good?”  

I smiled contentedly at her question.  

Yeji didn’t seem to hold back on compliments.  

“Really? I used to be even better, but I’ve lost my touch lately.”  

I scratched the side of my head and answered shyly.  

Then Yeji started to question me more intently.  

“What happened?”  

What happened…  

It was probably because of Park Shin-ae.  

Because she had stolen most of my ability.  

Of course, even with fragmented powers, if I worked hard and used them well, I could grow them again.  

The fact that my cocktail rank had risen was proof enough of that.  

But still.  

If I had never lost my ability...  

Who knows how far my cocktails could have evolved.  

“I lost a bit of my ability.”  

“You were a gifted one too, Si-ho? I didn’t notice since you always used potions….”  

“Yes, actually, I made all those potions myself.”  

I set the now clean glass down on the table.  

And in that moment—  

My eyes met Yeji’s, her gaze oddly seductive.  

“You make potions—what kind of ability is that?”  

What kind of ability…?  

How could I explain it?  

I wasn’t sure.  

When I wanted to help someone, healing would activate.  

When I wanted to know their story, I could read memories.  

When I wanted to make a delicious cocktail, the taste would be buffed.  

If I poured all my desires into a drink, a new cocktail potion would be born, mirroring that desire.  

If I wanted fire powers, I’d make Faust.  

If I wanted ice powers, I’d make Alaska, Blue Lagoon, and so on...  

Now that I thought about it, my ability had granted nearly all of my wishes.  

“Should I try to guess it?”  

Yeji asked in a calm voice.  

But something about her tone felt off.  

It was a little different than usual.  

More feminine, and deeper somehow.  

She was starting to feel less like Yeji and more like someone else.  

“Could it be Angelic Hand?”  

“Angelic Hand…?”  

That name was a bit cringe-worthy.  

I chuckled faintly and looked at her.  

But that laugh quickly vanished.  

Because what Yeji said next sent a chill down my spine.  

“Si-ho, the cocktails you make glow softly. Like something an angel would create.”  

A soft glow…?  

“G-Glow…? You’re saying you can see light coming from the drinks I make?”  

“Yes, I can see it clearly. Even this Kiss-of-whatever over here.”  

“That light should only be visible to me—how….”  

As I floundered in confusion, Yeji rested her chin on the back of her hand placed on the table.  

Then narrowed her eyes and looked at me with a sultry gaze.  

“Why else? That fragmented ability of yours—it’s mine too.”  

“…What?”  

Yeji’s voice changed completely.  

In a tone I had never heard before, she said that she possessed Angelic Hand.  

“Oh, don’t believe me?”  

Yeji gave a gentle smile.  

Then, she raised her hand and let it shine with a soft glow, as if to prove it.  

That familiar light.  

Yes.  

That was Angelic Hand.  

But how could Yeji possibly have that…  

“You still can’t believe it, huh? Then shall I show you?”  

While I was still dazed in confusion—  

Yeji placed her palm on the chair she had been sitting in.  

Soon, the soft light began to envelop the entire chair.  

“Hmm—something interesting happened in this chair.”  

Something interesting?  

I paused and tried to recall what was so special about that chair.  

But nothing in particular came to mind.  

With my heart pounding, I waited for her answer.  

Then, at that moment—  

She smiled sweetly and spoke.  

“Your weakness is your mouth, huh? You’re quite the kinky one, Si-ho—liking to be pinned down and all.”  

“…What?”  

For a moment, I thought my heart had stopped.  

Because Yeji had figured out what had happened between me and Executor.  

“Fascinating, right? If you upgrade Angelic Hand, you can even read the memories of objects.”  

“Where did you get my ability? Tell me right now.”  

As anxiety rushed over me, I spotted my phone in the kitchen corner.  

First, I had to keep her distracted by asking questions.  

Then, I’d secretly grab the phone and press the emergency call.  

“Where else? Shin-ae gave it to me.”  

She spoke Park Shin-ae’s name like she was an old friend.  

At the same time, she pulled a dagger from her pocket—its blade stained with blood—and raised it.  

Then lightly threw it towards the hand I was reaching with.  

“---!”  

The dagger landed precisely between my index and middle fingers.  

I stared at the blade embedded in the marble in disbelief.  

“Don’t do anything foolish. I could kill you right now and absorb your ability.”  

Yeji slowly rose from her chair.  

She swayed her hips smoothly as she approached me.  

Soon, her long fingers touched my face.  

Like she was evaluating me, Yeji tilted my chin and examined my features.  

“Y-Yeji… Things were good between us when we escaped together, weren’t they? Don’t do this….”  

At my stammering plea, Yeji let out an incredulous scoff.  

Then she whispered softly,  

“You were really cute back then, too, you know.”  

She grabbed both of my hands with just one of hers.  

Her grip strength was nothing like it had been before.  

Then, as she circled her fingers around my captured hands, a white ring formed and tightened around my wrists.  

“Cool, right? I just thought, ‘I want to bind your arms,’ and it came true.”  

Yeji proudly showed me the angelic rings that restrained my arms.  

But I couldn’t hear a word she said anymore.  

The memories of being imprisoned in the lab surged back, and my chest pounded uncontrollably.  

Noticing my expression, Yeji tilted her head with a hint of pity.  

“Aw, are you scared?”  

She grasped my chin again.  

Then brought her face close and whispered,  

“Did you know? You look way better scared than when you're grinning like an idiot.”  

Her red lips inched closer to mine.  

And soon, Yeji pressed a soft kiss to my forehead.  

In that moment.  

My mind began to fog, just like when I’d been hit with Hypnos.  

My legs gave out from under me, and I half-collapsed to my knees.  

“Well then, shall we go now?”  

Yeji dragged my dazed body toward the living room.  

Then her green eyes caught sight of the Kiss of Fire still sitting on the table.  

She picked up the drink and took a small sip.  

But perhaps because of its strong alcohol content—  

She grimaced and angrily hurled the glass to the floor.  

Red liquid spilled across the ground.  

“Ugh, I knew I hated cocktails. What is this, shampoo? Tastes awful.”  

Eyes unfocused, I could only stare at the spilled drink.  

I had to escape… somehow.  

Why was I always so weak?  

Anna, Executor, and Ji-soo noona…  

Please…  

Help me…  

Even in a haze, I learned then that I could still cry.  

And finally, the moment my tears trickled down my cheek—  

A cheerful electronic unlocking sound echoed through the penthouse.  

Then came the unsteady footsteps of someone entering.  

I recognized those footsteps.  

The woman who showed up drunk at Executor’s place instead of her own every single night.  

“Hic… What’s this noise?”  

The Vice Chairman stumbled into the living room, her face flushed red.  

And soon—  

Her eyes met Yeji’s, who was still holding me with one hand.  

“Who the hell are you, touching my wifey?”  

She paused, lost in thought for a moment—then her green eyes lit up as something clicked.  

“Oh, is this the one we were supposed to abduct?”  
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    Vice Chairman Na-hyun.

She looked at Yeji, who was dragging me by the nape of my neck with half-lidded eyes.

Then suddenly, our eyes met.

At the sight of my terrified, trembling face, Na-hyun’s eyes gleamed sharply.

“Ah-, so you guys are that so-called New Government or whatever?”

The Vice Chairman’s face was still flushed red.

However, her once-wandering hand was now gripping the longsword hanging at her waist.

“Why does the great—New Government need our daughter-in-law?”

“That’s none of your business, isn’t it?”

Yeji narrowed her eyes and glared at Na-hyun.

“Those eyes—so vicious. You gonna kill me with that glare?”

Na-hyun grinned slyly.

Then, she let go of the sword and began walking slowly toward Yeji and me.

At the same time, Yeji’s green eyes flashed.

The moment they flashed, a strange noise came from the air conditioner on the ceiling.

And then...

Red sand poured out from the cracks of the air conditioner.

The sand rose into the shape of humans and formed a pair of white-haired men and women.

And those two looked exactly like Yeji.

“What the hell is that.”  

Unlike the startled Black Snake, Na-hyun still looks indifferent.

She didn’t even pay attention to the two sand humans, as if they were mannequins.

“Adam and Eve. You could call them weapons forged by combining the essence of dead rankers.”

Yeji smiled leisurely at the Vice Chairman in front of her.

Then she snapped her fingers lightly.

“They were top ten rankers, too.”

At those words, the two figures vanished in an instant.

And just like they had teleported, they reappeared right in front of the Vice Chairman’s eyes.

“Wa… Watch out! Vice Chairman!”

I cried out in a desperate voice.

Because I didn’t know just how strong the weapons created with my powers would be.

However, contrary to my worries, Na-hyun wasn’t so easily taken down.

Even if she was drunk, she held the unofficial third place among all Hunters.

Besides, she had lived half her life intoxicated.

Being drunk wasn’t even a penalty to her.

Eve’s hand, in a knifehand strike, flew toward Na-hyun’s throat.

Na-hyun calmly tilts her head to dodge the attack.

Then, she picked up a thick trophy displayed in a cabinet.

“Ilshim Foot Volleyball Tournament, 2nd Place – Executor.”

“Team Leader Han, I’m borrowing the trophy!”

She even apologized casually to the absent Executor.

Then she smashed Eve’s head with the trophy she had gripped.

With the sound of crumbling sand, the woman’s head collapsed.

Having subdued one in a flash, she blocked the incoming punch from Adam by drawing her longsword.

Then, with one hand, she fully unsheathed the sword and used a quick draw technique to slice Adam’s head clean off.

Thanks to that, the two sand humans crumbled into red grains and scattered across the floor.

“Damn… We’re gonna get scolded for messing up the hallway.”

She had taken down two ranker-level enemies in the blink of an eye.

Grinning, she looked at Yeji.

“Saw that? If you don’t want to end up like them, put our daughter-in-law down.”

Na-hyun hiccupped periodically as she spoke.

But despite her easygoing demeanor, Yeji didn’t look scared.

Instead, she smirked and tightened her grip on the nape of my neck.

“You really think it’ll end just like that?”

“What…?”

Na-hyun lowered her gaze, seemingly annoyed by that smile.

Because soon, she saw the scattered sand grains beginning to writhe again.

In the blink of an eye, the sand fused back into the forms of Adam and Eve.

Na-hyun scoffs, fascinated by the sight.

“Wow, what is this? They’d be perfect as sparring partners for my kids.”

“It’s the red sand of the Sea of Galilee. Your cheap sword won’t be able to cut it.”

Yeji closed her eyes with a relaxed expression.

She even shrugged her shoulders, as if already anticipating Na-hyun’s defeat.

But…

Yeji didn’t know.

The seat of Ilshim’s second-in-command—

That wasn’t a position just anyone could hold.

Na-hyun was far tougher than she thought.

“So what.”

Na-hyun grabs a bottle of wine sitting in the kitchen.

Then smashed it over Adam’s regenerated head.

The purple liquor spilled across the distorted sand.

Adam, soaked in the liquid, writhed briefly before completely freezing in place.

Yeji’s previously relaxed eyes went wide with surprise.

“Even Jesus couldn’t resist wine, you know.”

Na-hyun, still hiccupping, turned to face Eve next.

Eve, now alone.

Her arm transformed into a massive sword—a sand blade.

And it clashed against Na-hyun’s longsword.

The sand blade seemed special, not easily breaking even when struck.

But durability meant nothing to Na-hyun.

She had fought the two of them at once already—just Eve was nothing.

She deflected the sand greatsword lightly.

Then pushed her own blade toward Eve’s hilt.

What came next was simple.

She twisted the blade and neatly sliced through Eve’s wrist.

The sand shattered and scattered across the floor.

Thanks to that, Na-hyun splits the defenseless Eve completely in half.

“The swordsmanship of the inaugural rankers is so crude—.”

Na-hyun stomped down hard on the crumbling sand with her bare foot.

Then she pressed it down firmly to keep it from rising again.

Yeji silently looked down at the red sand.

Soon, she let out a deep sigh as if she had no other choice.

“I guess it can’t be helped.”

Yeji’s hand, which had been gripping the nape of my neck, let go indifferently.

And I collapsed weakly onto the floor.

“Ugh…”

“Our sweetheart, are you okay?”

When she called me that, the Vice Chairman’s drunkenness felt completely gone.

She looked at me with a worried expression.

“Hang in there a bit. The Vice Chairman will finish this quickly.”

But Na-hyun couldn’t finish her sentence.

Because Yeji, who had let me go, raised a dagger.

And with terrifying speed, she thrust the blade at Na-hyun’s neck.

“Finish what, exactly?”

The sudden, serious attack sobered Na-hyun up instantly.

Her face, once flushed red, gradually turned pale.

“I gave you a chance to escape. Will you only come to your senses once you’ve been stabbed like your subordinate?”

Na-hyun quickly steps back to gain distance.

And she repeated the words she had just heard.

“Subordinate?”

“Yes, Black Snake, was it? Such a cringeworthy name.”

“Still better than your meaningless number games.”

Na-hyun gripped her longsword firmly with one hand.

And this time, unlike before, she swung it with full seriousness.

Maybe it was because of what Yeji said about hurting Black Snake.

The sword, which even a strong man would struggle to lift with both hands, was brought down forcefully with one arm.

But Yeji was no pushover either.

Controlling Adam and Eve meant she was at least stronger than both of them.

Yeji dodged the longsword with such speed that afterimages trailed behind her.

Then, as if slashing three times at once, she tore through Na-hyun’s entire body.

Perhaps it was due to the difference in weapons.

Na-hyun dodged most of the strikes, but shallow cuts still appeared on her side, arm, and other spots.

“Khk….”

On top of that…

Adam, who had melted down from the wine, began filtering the alcohol out and regaining his form.

Eve, who had been crushed on the floor, also recovered her body and glared at Na-hyun with sandy eyes.

“Damn… This isn’t gonna be easy.”

Cornered, the Vice Chairman let out a hollow laugh.

Even for her, it was impossible to fight immortal beings forever.

Soon, the three abnormal beings began pressing her so hard she couldn’t even laugh anymore.

Two massive sand swords, one nimble dagger.

As if the three had trained together for a lifetime, they attacked without giving her a single moment to breathe.

But perhaps due to repeated clashes—

The Vice Chairman’s longsword gradually began to glow red-hot.

Na-hyun blocked all three of their weapons at once.

Then she shouted with all her might… and pushed them back with force.

From the impact, the two sand constructs collapsed.

Yeji, too, staggered backward, black blood bubbling from her mouth.

Only then could the Vice Chairman finally catch her breath.

“Are you guys twins or what? You don’t give me a break.”

“That’s right, we’re triplets.”

Yeji smiled faintly while watching Na-hyun pant.

But despite her relaxed expression, black blood trickled from her mouth.

“Actual triplets…?”

Na-hyun tilted her head at those words.

Then she furrowed her brow, as if recalling a chilling memory.

“Come to think of it, I remember hearing about a set of triplets among the inaugural rankers…”

The once-grinning Na-hyun now had serious eyes.

She stared at Yeji and asked in a low voice.

“How did you guys come back to life?”

At those words, Yeji gave a sly smile with her eyes.

Then, with her hands casually behind her back, she tilted her head.

“Curious? Are you asking because you want to bring your father back in good health too?”

A sudden provocation.

To that, Na-hyun responded firmly in a voice lower than usual.

“Hey, parents are off-limits.”

“If you want your father to live ‘healthily’ like us, join Park Shin-ae.”

On either side of Yeji, who had her hands behind her back, Adam and Eve regenerated.

“You’ll never grow old. Never die.”

Yeji didn’t care about the fact that her kin had become sand constructs.

In fact, she smiled brightly, as if delighted by their immortality.

“Most of the resurrected inaugural rankers are already under her. Someone like your father would receive a high position.”

Yeji extended her hand as if offering mercy.

A subtle light of Angelic Hand glimmered from her palm.

Na-hyun stared fixedly at Yeji’s hand, which used the same power as mine.

As if briefly lost in thought.

But soon, she curled her lips into a smirk.

And with a dry laugh, she answered Yeji.

“Too bad. Our family’s not the type to serve under anyone.”

The red-hot greatsword.

Even to the naked eye, immense heat had built up along the blade’s edge.

The longsword she had held with one hand until now.

Na-hyun now gripped it tightly with both hands.

Then, very slowly, she raised it toward the air.

“Take your little family reunion to hell.”

The longsword rose high.

A red current gathered along its blade.

Soon, the current spread across Vice Chairman Choi Na-hyun’s entire body.

“I’ll send you directly myself.”

All the air in the space gathered at the tip of her sword.

At that moment, every nerve in her brow visibly tensed.

Na-hyun swung the sword with all her might toward the triplets.

Yeji’s eyes widened at the blazing flash.

“What the…!”

I still couldn’t forget that scene, hiding behind the sofa.

It looked like a massive solar storm sweeping through the space.

Along with that blazing tempest, Yeji’s entire body turned to ash and scattered.

The proud penthouse’s panoramic windows crumbled as if hit by a nuclear blast.

The night sky beyond opened wide.

And for a brief moment, the night sky turned red like a sunset at 6 p.m.

All the floating clouds were pierced by massive holes.

Thanks to that, the red sand vanished without leaving a trace in the penthouse.
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    Kiss of Fire 4

1 a.m.

But the sky burned red like a sunset.

The penthouse’s glass walls and structural frame were completely blown away.

The cold night air tickled my lungs like an open terrace.

I stared blankly at the twilight sky.

Maybe because it was my first time witnessing Vice Chairman Na-hyun’s skill in person, all of this still felt like a dream.

Until now, I’d seen Executor’s molting and piles of corpses.

Anna’s unnaturally strong physicality.

Even Ji-soo noona’s storm of flames.

But Na-hyun’s technique was awe-inspiring.

She felt like some godly being visiting Earth.

“---.”

But that thought vanished the moment I saw her hiccuping after using the skill.

Perhaps because she used such a powerful ultimate move while drunk in the middle of the night.

She staggered and flopped down onto the sofa.

“Those bastards are really damn stubborn. Right, Si-ho?”

I peeked my head out from behind the sofa.

Then nodded with a terrified expression on my face.

“Yes… You saved me. Thank you, Vice Chairman.”

“Saving our daughter-in-law sure is tough!”  

The Vice Chairman threw her head back over the sofa and shouted.

Then she gave a light cough, as if the chilly night air had touched her lungs.

“Should I make you some honey water?”

“No, who drinks honey water at this hour? Do we have any more booze?”

To ask for more alcohol right after all that...

Normally, I would've refused, saying it was too late at night to drink.

But I had just witnessed her fighting in that drunken state with my own eyes.

I was pretty sure no kind of alcohol could ever mess with her liver.

That thought made me smile without me realizing.

I slowly got up and answered her question.

“There is. I’ll mix you a drink.”

I slowly approached the kitchen.

But halfway there, my steps froze.

Because the kitchen had been hit by the solar storm—and it looked the part.

Like an actual nuke had gone off.

The cabinet glass, the glasses—everything was shattered.

Carefully avoiding sharp shards of glass, I spotted a shaker rolling near the sink.

It was stainless steel, so it hadn’t broken.

I figured I’d just make it in this.

I opened a lower cabinet.

Inside was an unopened bottle of vodka.

She’s a heavy drinker, so a strong cocktail should be fine, right?

I threw in the ingredients and gave the shaker a cheerful shake.

Hearing the rhythmic sound, the Vice Chairman tapped her thigh and enjoyed the soft rattle.

The shaker, chilled by ice.

I wrapped a towel around it with care and approached Na-hyun.

But then...

I suddenly stopped walking.

Because something was slowly falling from the sky.

Snow…?

No.

It was a white, fluffy feather.

Had a bird flown overhead?

But this was the 24th floor.

Even if the sky had brightened thanks to her solar storm, it was still the middle of the night.

So how could a feather be falling from the sky?

That strangeness made me slowly lift my head.

And then...

My eyes began to tremble at the sight of something I had never seen before.

“An angel…?”

“What was that, sweetheart?”

The words slipped out of my mouth before I realized.

Hearing them, Na-hyun also turned her gaze skyward.

And her half-lidded green eyes opened wide.

The shattered ceiling.

Above it stood white-haired, red-eyed people dressed in white togas.

There were five of them.

All of them had white wings on their backs.

“What the hell… is that?”

Na-hyun blinked, unable to believe what she was seeing.

But no matter how many times she blinked, the angels didn’t vanish.

If anything, they confirmed the reality of the situation by descending into the living room at once.

“Wh… who are you?”

My hands trembled as I held the shaker.

I slowly stepped backward and hit the wall.

On top of that, my bare foot landed on broken glass, and blood started to trickle.

But I was so terrified, I didn’t even feel the pain.

Because the angels were all staring right at me.

Their red eyes.

They felt otherworldly—completely foreign to this world.

“….”

The angels didn’t answer my question.

As if it wasn’t worth answering.

Instead, they formed a pentagon formation.

And then, something magical happened.

A strange sight, like something out of a movie.

The ground within the pentagon they stood on—

A soft radiance began to emanate from it.

Soon.

Within the light, a silhouette began to shimmer.

Its shape slowly grew clearer.

The moment I realized who it was—

I felt like my heart had stopped.

“Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae…”

The one who stole my powers.

The source of the plague corrupting society.

Park Shin-ae.

Summoned from the light, she looked down at me gently.

She wore a white silk dress.

Like some kind of goddess.

“Long time no see, Miss Si-ho.”

That voice was unmistakably Park Shin-ae.

But I swallowed hard at the change in her appearance.

Like the angels around her, she now had white hair.

Only her blue eyes remained the same.

And soon, those eyes curved into a mischievous smile.

“No… I suppose I should call you my little lost fox.”

“Don’t call me that.”

I hated the word fox.

I glared sharply at her and said it firmly.

But even at my reaction, Park Shin-ae didn’t lose her smile.

An arrogant yet benevolent smile.

She looked calm, as if she had become divine since I last saw her.

“Step back, Si-ho. That one’s no ordinary bitch.”

Na-hyun rose from the sofa.

She picked up her longsword from the floor.

But even at the sight of the blade, Park Shin-ae stayed relaxed.

In fact, she smiled warmly and asked the Vice Chairman.

“You’re Choi Na-hyun, Vice Chairman of Ilshim, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

To her gentle question, Na-hyun answered firmly.

“If Zero (00) hadn’t marked your coordinates before she died, I wouldn’t have made it here. It’s a pleasure to see you in person.”

Park Shin-ae extended her hand for a handshake.

But the Vice Chairman didn’t even glance at it.

“Do I look like your friend? You wrecked my house and think I’m glad to see you?”

The Vice Chairman pointed her greatsword at Park Shin-ae.

Even after unleashing the solar storm, the edge of that sword still glowed red.  

“So you’re casting magic now? What, are you a witch or something?”

“A witch… There was a time I was called such vile names. But things are different now.”

Park Shin-ae spread her arms wide in a benevolent gesture.

The white silk draped over her elbows flowed like wings.

“As you can see, I’ve become a god.”

As she opened her arms, a radiant halo seemed to shine around her.

That surreal presence made us all furrow our brows.

“I’m still incomplete. I haven’t fully absorbed the Angelic Hand yet. I didn’t expect that girl Misha to betray me.”

Misha… betrayed her?

What is she talking about?

Come to think of it, when I was dragged into Park Shin-ae’s lab, I thought all my powers had been taken.

But there had still been a faint trace left.

I had assumed it simply couldn’t be absorbed entirely.

But now I realized—it was Misha who had hidden a fragment of my power.

The face of that young girl, who once looked at me with pity, came to mind.

“That’s why I’ve come in person to retrieve it.”

Park Shin-ae’s blue eyes pierced straight through me.

But I met her gaze head-on, unflinching.

“I’ll never give it to you. It was my power to begin with.”

“I knew you’d say that.”

She smiled with her eyes.

And as her eyes narrowed halfway again…

“But power must be wielded by someone who’s worthy of it.”

She clapped lightly.

The five angels simultaneously spread their wings, releasing a gust of wind.

I raised both arms to shield my face.

Shards of glass scattered across the floor flew like bullets.

Na-hyun threw herself forward and shielded me from the storm of shards.

“Vice Chairman, watch out!”

She wrapped herself around me protectively.

I shouted with all my strength, for her, who couldn’t see ahead.

Five white blades came rushing in.

Na-hyun rolled with me to the floor, dodging the attack.

“My sweetheart… Stay hidden here for a while. I’ll be back soon.”

She smiled bitterly as she crouched over me.

Blood already streamed from her forehead.

But she showed no sign of pain.

“Vice Chairman…”

I murmured with a pained voice.

But she didn’t care and stood up.

Then, gripping her longsword tightly, she faced the five angels.

Park Shin-ae stood calmly with her hands behind her back, watching the fight.

The angels held translucent, sharp swords like animal bones.

Compared to Adam and Eve of Zero, their speed was on another level.

They rushed Na-hyun all at once.

“…!!”

The five moved as one, stabbing at multiple points in a single moment.

Na-hyun’s previously relaxed eyes widened in an instant.

Head.

Neck.

She barely dodged the blades aimed at those two spots.

The blade that targeted her heart—she barely deflected it with her sword.

The third sword that aimed for her leg—she sidestepped with swift footwork.

But…

The strike toward her abdomen—

Even the mighty Vice Chairman couldn’t avoid that one.

“Ghk….”

Blood dripped from the bone blade that pierced her stomach.

Black blood flowed from Na-hyun’s lips as well.

“To block four blades from God’s envoys… You truly live up to your reputation as the third strongest woman in this country.”

Park Shin-ae slowly approached, gazing down at her.

She gently brushed her fingers over the bone blade soaked in Na-hyun’s blood.

“But all these angels’ weapons were forged from the hair of the first-ranked inaugural ranker. There’s no way you could win against them alone.”

She dipped her finger into Na-hyun’s black blood.

And lightly tasted it.

“Still far weaker than Chairman Choi Ho-seon. If it were him, he would’ve not only blocked them but counterattacked as well.”

Her blue eyes, angelic and smiling.

But Na-hyun’s green eyes grew razor-sharp like a snake.

“Don’t you dare speak my father’s name with that filthy mouth…”

“Why not? I was his colleague too, so of course I can say his name. Choi Ho-seon—. Choi Ho-seon—.”

Her father, now bedridden with age and illness.

While Park Shin-ae still maintained a youthful appearance.

The Vice Chairman couldn’t believe the founder of the New Government had once been her father’s comrade.

And how many people had she killed to maintain that youth?

“You crazy bitch…”

The Vice Chairman gritted her teeth and muttered.

She looked ready to cut Shin-ae in half on the spot, but her wounded body couldn’t move so easily.

Shin-ae knew that all too well.

Which was why she could calmly turn her gaze from Na-hyun to me.

“Now then, Miss Si-ho. Right here is the woman who saved you—Na-hyun.”

“If you don’t give me your power, she will die.”

“What will you do now? Just watch the person who saved you die? Like that snuff film from back then?”

Snuff film…?

Those two words slammed into my brain.

Maybe it was the shock.

Forgotten memories began crawling back up.

Sindorim Station.

The Wyvern.

Hyun-soo hyung and Gyu-seon, dead.

The Counters.

And… Ji-soo noona, dying.

Her eyes rolled back, black and white tears flowing.

That image overlapped with Vice Chairman Na-hyun.

I looked at Park Shin-ae with trembling eyes.

Then Na-hyun shouted in desperation.

“Si-ho, don’t mind me! Don’t you dare go along with that bitch!”

“Vice Chairman…”

Seeing me hesitate, Park Shin-ae approached slowly.

She gently took my hand and spoke in a serious voice.

“Just give me your power. I promise I won’t make anyone suffer anymore.”

Our Angelic Hands reacted to each other.

And at that moment, I realized Park Shin-ae meant it.

If I just handed over my power…

She would truly spare both of us.
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    "I understand. It's hard to trust easily after everything you've been through."  

Assemblywoman Park lifted the corners of her lips with pity.  

Then she walked up to me and reached out her hand.  

"Would you come with me for a moment? I’ll just explain things slowly."  

My ability, Angelic Hand, wrapped around her entire body.  

The moment that ability connected with my faint light.  

I could tell she harbored no malice.  

Was she really not planning to kill me?  

I swallowed hard and looked at her.  

Assemblywoman Park whispered in a gentle voice, a smile like an angel on her lips.  

"If you want, I’ll let you go right away, so don’t be scared."  

Soon, her hand intertwined with mine.  

Then, with a gentle glow, the whole world began to blur.  

The world melted away as if I were watching a 3D movie.  

Before long, the red night sky turned into a blue midday.  

The shattered penthouse transformed into an oasis on sand.  

"What in the world is this…."  

I was dumbfounded.  

Even the power I stole had a technique like this?  

Just healing and memory reading.  

Elemental magic via cocktail potions.  

I thought that was all it could do.  

But teleportation? It was awe-inspiring to the point of fear.  

Assemblywoman Park’s white hair was strange enough.  

But seeing this ability with my own eyes made it all hard to believe.  

"Amazing, isn’t it? That your own ability can be used like this."  

As if she had read my mind, Park Shin-ae spoke calmly.  

She bent her knees and placed the red sand on her palm.  

Then, to prove this place wasn’t fiction but reality, she held it out to me.  

I stared blankly at the red sand.  

It looked far too real as it slipped between her fingers to be a hologram or virtual reality.  

"This is an oasis I created with my ability. I modeled it after the Sea of Galilee."  

"You can create a virtual space with your ability?"  

At my question, Park Shin-ae didn’t answer right away.  

She simply stared out over the cracked wasteland.  

"You really don’t know a thing, do you. About your own ability."  

Park Shin-ae’s distant figure vanished in an instant.  

And then…  

She suddenly appeared behind me and whispered.  

"Shall I tell you? The secret of Angelic Hand."  

"A secret?"  

I turned my head and looked up at her.  

Then Park Shin-ae calmly nodded.  

"Every ability comes with a condition."  

She tossed the sand she had grasped into the air.  

Then, Vice Chairman Na-hyun’s technique appeared in hologram form.  

"Ilshimgyeongcheon. It’s Choi Na-hyun’s ability. She gathers her life force at her blade’s tip and detonates it. A brute-force technique."  

Did that mean that every time the vice chair used that technique, her lifespan shortened?  

She used such a powerful move for my sake...  

"Just like that, Angelic Hand also comes with a cost. And its penalty was more demanding than any other ability."  

Park Shin-ae held out her hand glowing with light toward me.  

That light was dozens of times brighter than what remained in my own hand.  

"My ability had a penalty?"  

I had never once thought of it that way.  

I just assumed I’d feel a bit tired after using it.  

So then, what price had I been paying all this time?  

As if to answer me, Park Shin-ae raised a finger.  

And pointed it at her temple.  

As if mimicking a suicide with a gun.  

"Your happy memories."  

The moment I heard those words, I was left speechless.  

It was an answer I had never even considered.  

"Your first love was a girl named Ji-soo, wasn’t she? The one who was one of my test subjects."  

"…"  

"While spending time with the Executor and Anna, didn’t your feelings for that girl gradually start to fade?"  

My memories of Ji-soo noona had grown blurry?  

What the hell was she talking about?  

There was no way I’d forget something like that...  

I repeated it in my head like a madman.  

And I tried to recall the memories I had with noona.  

But…  

No matter how hard I searched, all I could find was the blind notion that I had loved her.  

The actual memories I had shared with her were hazy.  

Instead, only the days I had spent with the Executor and Anna kept playing over and over.  

It was one of the reasons why, all this time, I couldn’t reveal to her that I was Do-hyun, and kept running away.  

"You use your happy memories as fuel, and to do that, you need a kind heart as the fuel port."  

A kind heart?  

It was already terrifying enough to hear that my memories were being erased, but to use that ability I had to be good-natured?  

What a load of bullshit.  

If what she said was true, then that meant Assemblywoman Park, who was currently using my ability, was a kind person too.  

"Don’t lie. If it takes a kind heart for the ability to work, there’s no way you’d be able to use it!"  

I pushed the woman standing behind me.  

But Park Shin-ae didn’t even budge—on the contrary, she grabbed my arm firmly.  

And she said softly,  

"That’s not true. I love this world more than anyone."  

The assemblywoman grabbed my face and forced me to look into the air.  

My gaze locked in place.  

And then, holograms of various places around the world began to appear.  

"America, China, Europe. Africa."  

She pointed out each region with her finger.  

And what unfolded at each place was…  

Hunters in China fighting monsters.  

Terrorist acts committed by criminal hunter groups across America.  

European nations blocking immigrants fleeing countries ruined by monsters.  

In Africa, people performing rituals, offering up their own children as sacrifices to calm the monsters.  

All of it was dystopian.  

"See? These are the incidents currently devouring our world."  

Unable to watch any longer, I shut my eyes tightly.  

Then Park Shin-ae whispered like an angel.  

"Open your eyes and watch. I’ll show you what happens when Angelic Hand becomes complete."  

At her words, I slowly opened my eyes halfway.  

And the world that unfolded after that…  

People smiling and chatting peacefully as they bartered in markets.  

People gathered in churches, praying together in unison.  

"This is a world where, in exchange for losing all your memories, the emotion of anger was removed from all humankind."  

I couldn’t believe it.  

Could my ability really erase an entire human emotion from Earth?  

"I could give up all my memories if it meant saving humanity."  

Park Shin-ae placed a hand over her chest and spoke proudly.  

Then she met my eyes and said calmly.  

"But you couldn’t do that, could you. Your head must be full of precious memories with Anna, the Executor, and Ji-soo."  

She was right.  

I didn’t want to lose any more memories.  

I’d already experienced enough of that pain through Hypnos.  

That agony.  

"---."  

As if her business was done, Park Shin-ae clapped her hands again.  

And at that moment.  

The vast desert and wasteland vanished.  

We were back on the 24th floor of the ruined penthouse.  

There, the five angels were still pointing their swords at the vice chair.  

Having been stabbed through the abdomen, she lay collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath.  

"So please, give me the ability. If you hand it over, you won’t have to lose any more memories."  

Park Shin-ae deactivated Angelic Hand.  

Thanks to that, I could no longer tell whether her words were true.  

Honestly, I was torn.  

It was true that I had survived this long thanks to my ability.  

But even without it, I probably wouldn’t die right away.  

Because now I had precious people by my side.  

And Park Shin-ae—  

She had tormented me all this time, but she clearly claimed she would use the ability for good.  

If it was true that Angelic Hand only worked when used righteously.  

And if it was true that no memories would be lost during the transfer process.  

"Si-ho…, I don’t know what that bitch offered you, but don’t you dare accept it!"  

The vice chair shouted loudly from where she lay on the ground.  

But Na-hyun didn’t react at all to her interruption.  

Instead, she simply waited, as if respecting my decision.  

"If I don’t accept… will you kill the vice chair?"  

I glared at Park Shin-ae and asked.  

She narrowed her eyes and spoke calmly.  

"That’s right."  

"Then since you killed someone for your selfish desires, you won’t be able to use the ability, will you?"  

One last test.  

"It’s fine. Sacrifices are inevitable for the greater good. Many people have already gladly given their lives for me to reach this level."  

As expected.  

Park Shin-ae hadn’t changed.  

No—maybe her appearance had changed, but her filthy core remained the same.  

A kind heart? She wasn’t kind—she was exploiting Angelic Hand’s condition of needing a kind heart.  

"I brought you into my space earlier to earn your trust. Forcibly extracting the ability would damage it."  

Park Shin-ae now looked slightly annoyed.  

Then she picked up Na-hyun’s longsword from the floor.  

"Still don’t get it? The reason I’ve been so kind in explaining my cause is to ease the guilt of giving up your power. So don’t be a bother and just hand it over."  

The sword she raised into the air slowly moved.  

And its trajectory was aimed precisely at the vice chair’s neck.  

The sword’s shadow fell upon the vice chair’s head.  

At that moment, I shouted.  

"Wait!!"  

Only then did the sword stop.  

Park Shin-ae slowly lifted her head and looked at me.  

And soon, as if in disbelief, her eyes widened.  

Because in my hand was a shard of glass.  

And that shard was pointed at my own neck.  

"What… what are you doing?"  

"Exactly what it looks like. If you so much as touch the vice chair? I’ll slit my throat with this shard."  

"You’re seriously threatening suicide right now?"  

"What, think I won’t do it?"  

I deliberately pressed the shard closer to my neck.  

And the moment I did.  

The sharp edge lightly cut into my neck.  

Red blood dripped down onto my collarbone.  

"Stop."  

Darkness formed beneath Park Shin-ae’s eyes.  

She seemed to realize just how serious this was.  

"Now that’s more like you. I was actually worried you’d turned into some kind of god."  

The corners of my lips trembled as they rose.  

I shouted confidently at her.  

"I’ll go with you. I’ll even hand over the ability. So don’t lay a finger on the vice chair."  

"Si-ho!"  

The vice chair called out urgently at my reply.  

But I didn’t waver.  

I slowly approached her and whispered.  

"Don’t worry. I’m not going to die. I swear I’ll come back alive."  

Park Shin-ae watched us quietly.  

Then, as if satisfied with my response, she regained her relaxed smile.  

"You made the right choice. It won’t be painful, and it won’t hurt."  

She clapped her hands again.  

And then, the air around us shimmered as a blue portal began to form.  

Inside the portal was the wasteland I had been in earlier.  

Just before I stood up.  

I handed the vice chair a shaker filled with liquor.  

"If Park Shin-ae breaks her promise, drink this. It’s alcohol, but it will definitely help."  

After whispering to her, I stood up.  

Then I slowly walked toward the portal where Park Shin-ae waited.  

"Si-ho…"  

A sorrowful expression.  

It was a sad look I had never once seen from the vice chair until now.  

I forced a smile for her.  

I couldn’t let her see me looking gloomy, not even at the last moment.  

"Let’s go, my little lamb."  

Park Shin-ae beckoned with a gentle smile, like a goddess.  

Then she took my hand and led me into the portal.  

After that, the spacious penthouse fell silent, as if nothing had happened.  

Only Vice Chairman Na-hyun remained, bleeding out on the floor.  

"I… I have to let them know… fast…"  

Clutching her aching body, she dragged herself toward her phone.  

And with labored breaths, she called the Executor.  
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    Na-hyun dragged her blood-dripping body toward her phone.

A long trail of crimson blood followed the path she had taken.

With trembling fingers, she turned on the phone.

And she made a call.

To the person she trusted the most.

"Uh... Team Leader Han."

「Vice Chairman...? Are you alright? Your voice sounds strange.」

The voice of the Executor she had missed.

She must have been in a car, as the background noise echoed loudly.

She was probably on her way here.

"Well, I’m not dead yet."

Na-hyun gasped for breath.

And she confessed her failed mission.
 
"Team Leader Han. I couldn’t protect our daughter-in-law…."

「Did something happen to Si-ho?!」

Her urgent voice.

From that urgency, I could feel her affection for Si-ho.

To think I couldn’t protect a subordinate’s love.

Na-hyun blamed herself, thinking she had failed as a superior.

"I’m sorry…."

「….」

A brief silence followed.

Then the Executor asked Na-hyun again, her voice now calm.

「Are you alright, Vice Chairman?」

But Na-hyun couldn’t answer the Executor’s question.

Because her mind was already filled with just one word: ‘failure’.

Failure.

A name that had always lingered around her and shackled her like a chain.

Those three letters pierced more deeply than the bone blade that had stabbed into her side.

Na-hyun, pained by that torment, slowly closed her eyes.

"I’m sorry…"

The phone she had barely been holding slipped from her hand and rolled weakly to the ground.

「Vice Chairman…! Please say something!」

「Vice Chairman…!」

Her exhausted eyelids began to twitch.

She thought she would die from losing too much blood from her side.

But the body she had trained all this time didn’t let go of her so easily.

Thanks to that, she opened her eyes.

But in that moment—

Because of the pouring sunlight, she couldn’t help but frown.

"Morning…?"

When I collapsed, it had definitely been dawn.

But now, the sun was blazing like it was midday.

And—

This wasn’t the penthouse, either.

Holding her throbbing head, she sat up.

When she looked around, what she saw was a wasteland.

A vast plain that stretched to the very edge of the horizon.

Was there ever such a place in Korea?

She staggered as she barely managed to get to her feet.

"Ugh…."

The pain surged in.

I barely remembered getting pierced through the side by Park Shin-ae’s angels just a while ago.

I barely managed to lower my head and look down at my body.

Dark blood was still bubbling up from my side.

It was so severe, it was as if someone had made sure it wouldn’t heal.

And yet, I was thrown into this wasteland.

Just thinking about it felt overwhelming.

Where in the world was this place?

I stared blankly at the endless horizon.

Then suddenly, an asphalt road came into view.

It was the only artificial structure in sight, so I calmly walked toward it.

Maybe because it had absorbed so much sunlight.

The road shimmered as if heat waves were rising from it.

I stepped onto it quietly.

Since I had shoes on, it wasn’t hot.

But the pain was shooting from my side and the blood was trickling down.

My consciousness gradually grew faint.

There wasn’t even a single car passing by.

I just stumbled forward, hoping to eventually meet someone.

"Haa…."

I thought if I kept walking, I’d reach the reincarnation gate that leads to the next life.

Or maybe the real-life gate that returns me to reality.

Just like in some movie I watched while cooped up at home.

But the road kept going endlessly, as if mocking me.

As I walked and walked again—

Suddenly, I heard the presence of someone and turned my head in a hurry.

At that moment, my eyes widened.

"That’s…."

A young girl in a sleeveless top was running on the road.

Barefoot on this scorching pavement.

Thanks to that, I realized this had to be a dream.

Because that girl shouldn’t exist in the present.

She had green eyes just like mine.

And her face looked exactly like mine.

The me from my childhood.

To be exact, from when I was sixteen.

"Hoo… Haa…."

She passed by me like she was running a marathon.

As if she couldn’t see me at all.

"Hey…."

I called out to my younger self in a desperate voice.

But she kept running, looking only forward, as if I were invisible.

Step by step.

Each time her foot landed, her bare sole caught my eye.

The soles were cracked and peeling, blackened from the heat.

Red blood dripped from spots that hadn’t healed yet.

Still, she didn’t stop.

"Right, I remember now…."

I finally recalled where this place was.

Back when I was undergoing physical training to become Vice Chairman.

It was the Mojave Desert I had been sent to during that period.

I had been thrown into the desert to build stamina.

And was ordered by my father to escape on my own.

To carry out that order, I used to run down the road alone, without any help.

"I really almost died back then."

Successor training.

I had gone through countless ordeals besides the desert crossing.

Hellish training that began in the morning.

Followed by endless tutoring sessions from private instructors.

And every night, I had to report to my father what I had achieved that day.

If my grades slipped or I fell behind during jogging, I was scolded every time.

"If it had ended there, maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad."

But after the gates opened—

The intense training and education, which I had barely endured, reached a breaking point.

My father became a Sword Master who could unleash sword energy.

His feats gathered people, and he eventually became the chairman of a group.

A legion was formed by uniting his existing company and various Hunter mercenary units.

That group was Ilshim.

It was a good thing that the company had grown.

My father's fame shook the nation, and he even reached first place in the swordsmanship rankings.

And with that, the spotlight on me grew brighter.

The daughter of the number-one-ranked swordsman.

People naturally expected me to be just as strong.

But I wasn’t as strong as my father.

Sure, I could unleash sword energy like him, and its power was great.

But it took me far too long to draw out that energy.

I lacked the talent to summon the vitality and fury from within.

To overcome that, I trained like mad.

I swung my sword tens of thousands of times until my wrist broke.

Still, I couldn’t meet my father’s expectations.

He always looked down on me with disappointment in his eyes.

Even after collapsing from overwork.

Maybe it was from using sword energy too often.

Eventually, my father’s vitality hit rock bottom.

That overwhelming power which had made him number one—

Collapsed in the face of old age and exhausted life force.

He became an old man who frequented hospitals.

On days he couldn’t walk, he used a wheelchair; on days he couldn’t breathe, he wore a respirator.

Even so, he still didn’t seem to trust me.

When discussing whether to step down as chairman with the executives, he didn’t call me in.

Instead, during the meeting, he ordered them not to make me chairman.

At that moment.

It felt like all my efforts had crumbled into nothing.

That I had never been acknowledged by my father.

That feeling clung to me like a leash, tormenting me for a long time.

I couldn’t overcome that anguish.

Instead, I began to find comfort in the leash—and started living half-heartedly.

I always carried alcohol with me and only reviewed reports passively.

It wasn’t out of spite for not becoming chairman.

I just hated that my father never acknowledged my efforts.

I only ever wanted him to say one thing.

Just one sentence: "You’ve worked hard."

"…."

I lifted my head and looked at the girl who had now grown distant.

She was gasping for breath.

She was so exhausted, she stumbled as if she might hyperventilate.

"…."

I silently watched her.

The trail behind her was stained with thick, red footprints.

My father probably never knew.

That I couldn’t even walk properly for days because my soles were worn down.

As I walked, thinking to myself, a blue sign came into view in the distance.

I couldn’t make out what it said.

I was still too far away to reach it.

My breathing grew heavier and heavier.

Eventually, I couldn’t keep up with the girl and collapsed onto the road.

The blistering asphalt.

If I passed out here, I’d probably burn to death.

But I didn’t have even the strength left to twitch a finger.

I just lay there, staring blankly at the girl running ahead.

"That kid sure runs well without falling."

Was it because death was near?

Or had I gone mad—an involuntary chuckle escaped me.

"You better succeed and satisfy our father."

My dry lips.

Those lips soon stiffened cold.

I closed my tired eyes.

I, who lived a reckless life, failed to meet my father’s expectations.

Such a person now closed her eyes in such a wretched way.

I couldn’t even protect my subordinates as a superior.

And I even died before my father did.

In the end, I was a ‘failure’.

Thinking that, I closed my eyes.

"Na-hyun."

Someone grabbed my body that had been burning to a crisp.

At that touch, my tightly shut eyelids trembled faintly.

My lifeless pupils began to move once more.

Soon regaining consciousness, I turned my head slightly.

And I saw the face of someone looking down at me.

A thick shadow was cast under the blazing sunlight.

But I could quickly guess who he was.

Green eyes, just like mine.

It was Father.

"Father…?"

"Should the second-in-command of Ilshim be sleeping on the ground like this?"

Father handed me a bottle.

But up close, it wasn’t a water bottle.

It was a stainless steel shaker.

The one Si-ho had given me.

He gently brought the shaker to my lips.

And then—

A fragrant drink slowly flowed down my throat.

Life returned to my dried-out body that had lost all its blood.

Thanks to that, my focus sharpened further.

Then I could see my father’s face more clearly.

At some point, wrinkles had formed all over his face.

His once-black hair had turned white, gleaming in the sun.

"You’ve been through a lot, haven’t you?"

To hear Father ask if I had struggled—

This had to be a dream.

Because Father was not the type to say something like that.

Maybe because I knew this situation was fake, I let out a scoff.

So I replied to his question boldly.

After all, I was going to die soon anyway.

"Yes, it was very hard."

With my eyes half-closed, I looked up at him.

I figured he’d soon get angry at me, just like always.

But—

He looked at me without a hint of anger.

Instead, he wore a tender smile.

"You must have hated me a lot."

Hate him?

Of course I did.

I hated him very much.

He threw a child like me into this desert.

And after we lost Mother, he ignored me all our lives together.

To him, I was nothing more than a failure.

"That’s right, I hated you—very much."

He gently laid my head on his knee.

To think I’d ever experience my father’s lap pillow in this life….

"How absurd."

A chuckle escaped me.

Maybe because of that laugh, my pierced side began to rattle again.

"To receive something like this from Father right before I die…."

"Well, it’s a dream. Anything’s possible in a dream."

We sat side by side on the scorching asphalt.

Father, who needed an oxygen mask in the hospital, didn’t seem affected by the heat at all.

In fact, he looked peaceful.

With a faintly pitying smile, Father raised the corners of his lips.

And then he spoke to me—words he’d never had the chance to say before.

"The position of successor isn’t for just anyone."

Holding the familiar shaker tightly, I calmly listened to him.

"You never know when you’ll be assassinated or arrested."

"If you’re unlucky, you’ll be betrayed by a subordinate or ambushed by a rival group."

He rolled up the sleeve of his dress shirt.

And several massive sword scars were exposed.

"If you were to take that position unprepared, you wouldn’t be able to withstand its weight."

Father looked down at me quietly.

"That’s why I wanted to raise you strong."

For your sake.

A phrase often used by parents as an excuse.

I pressed my lips tightly at the familiar line.

But those lips soon parted again.

Because it was the first time I realized my father was capable of going back on his words.

"But raising and nurturing are different things."

He gently wrapped his worn-out hand around mine.

That day, even if it was just a dream, I learned for the first time that Father’s hand was warm.

"I didn’t know you were suffering this much."

Father’s voice trembled ever so slightly.

Enough that I could feel the tremble through our clasped hands.

"That’s why I decided not to pass the chairman’s seat to you."

His voice was hoarse, like metal scraping.

Unlike when we first met in the dream, his voice was growing weaker.

"But after watching you recently, I saw you differently."

He forced his aching body to stand.

And knelt before me with a gentle smile.

"The executives follow you well."

Father softly stroked my cheek.

And as if it was time to go, he whispered quietly.

"You’ve grown well, my daughter."

The moment I heard those words.

Even my still heart ached.

It felt like all the weight that had built up was finally lifting.

I never imagined I’d feel that at the age of thirty.

At the doorstep of death, no less.

"Father…"

Rising, forgetting even the pain, I called out to the man walking calmly down the road.

"Father!"

At that cry, Chairman Choi Ho-sun suddenly stopped in his tracks.

And slowly turned back to face his daughter.

"I… I’ll do my best. I may still be far weaker than you…!"

"But I’ll become someone who can protect all my family and subordinates!"

I said proudly, hand over my heart.

At those words, the father who had always looked bitter smiled faintly.

And he finally said something he’d never told me before—

Something I had wanted to hear more than anything else.

"Yes, this father believes in you."

"Always has, and always will."

And with those final words, Father vanished.

Turning into grains of sand, he scattered into the air like dust.
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    Father scattered into grains of sand.

The scattered grains of sand soon turned into a sandstorm that swallowed up Na-hyun.

The vice chairman shielded her face with both arms amid the raging gusts.

And when she barely managed to open her eyes through the gap between her arms...

She saw a blue sign flying around, one she had never reached, whose contents she could not know.

On that sign, it was written:

「Songdo 43KM」

"Incheon...!"  

At that moment.  

Na-hyun instinctively realized that Park Shin-ae had taken Si-ho to Incheon.  

She had to inform Team Leader Han about this.  

But how, in this storm?  

Suddenly, the vice chairman thought that she needed to wake up from this wretched dream.  

And to do so, she concluded that she had to surrender herself to the storm.  

In the end, she let her barely-standing body fall helplessly into the storm.  

Soon after...  

She opened her eyes to an unfamiliar ceiling.  

"Vice Chairman...!"  

"Vice Chairman!!"  

A loud noise struck her ears.  

The sound made Na-hyun barely lift her eyelids.  

And then...  

She faced the many executives of Ilshim who had filled the hospital room.  

From the Four Snakes... to the children, Heuksa and Ji-soo.  

Everyone had waited in the hospital room for Na-hyun’s sake.  

"Are you conscious?"  

Executor.  

She grasped the vice chairman’s hand and asked.  

Her interlocked fingers gently burrowed in.  

Na-hyun, feeling touched that someone had worried about her so much, let out a faint smile.  

"Of course... I am Choi Na-hyun of Ilshim."  

She was startled by how completely hoarse her voice had become.  

Then, White Snake, who was standing beside her, spoke in a worried tone.  

"Your lung was pierced, so speaking will still be difficult."  

"It’s fine, I’ll recover in no time."  

Na-hyun shook her head and raised her body.  

She barely managed to prop herself up against the hospital pillow.  

"You shouldn’t get up yet. You’ve been lying down for two weeks, your body is very weak."  

"T-Two weeks?!"  

Her half-lidded eyes widened at White Snake’s words.  

The time she spent in the wasteland had felt like an instant—had she really been unconscious for that long?  

The vice chairman looked at him with a bewildered expression.  

White Snake, with a regretful look, explained what had happened to her body.  

"Your wounds were incredibly deep. It wouldn’t have been strange if you had died right away..."  

"Why do you say things like that? Do you think the vice chairman is just an ordinary human? No one’s dying here."  

Executor, her eyes reddened, scolded White Snake.  

It was the first time seeing Team Leader Han on the verge of tears.  

Na-hyun found the sight surprisingly moving.  

"I’m sorry. But it’s the truth. If not for this, you would have been in grave danger."  

White Snake took something from the table and showed it to her.  

The moment Na-hyun saw it—  

She was at a loss for words.  

It was the bottle that had saved her in the illusion.  

The very bottle that her father had given her.  

"This is Si-ho’s shaker, isn’t it?"  

Executor immediately recognized the liquor bottle.  

Si-ho.  

The moment Na-hyun heard that name, she repeated it to herself.  

"That’s right, before she left, Si-ho gave this to me...!"  

Hurriedly, she took the shaker from White Snake’s hands.  

Inside, the liquid still swayed gently.  

At the time, it had felt as smooth as honey water.  

But now, after opening the lid, a strong alcoholic scent filled the air.  

"That liquor had a buff that stopped bleeding and helped maintain consciousness. I don’t know how it worked, but..."  

"Of course, you wouldn’t. It’s my daughter-in-law’s unique ability."  

Na-hyun shook the shaker slowly, listening to the sound of the liquid inside.  

Was it this drink that had allowed her to meet her father again?  

The vice chairman pressed her lips together and set the shaker down.  

Then, to find her savior, she spoke to everyone.  

"I’ve found Si-ho’s location."  

Of course, the scene she had seen in the dream was uncertain.  

But the signpost she saw after drinking Si-ho’s cocktail—  

It was undoubtedly a message left for everyone.  

「---.」  

---  

"M-Ms. Executor, aren’t you driving too fast?"  

Ji-soo clung to the ceiling handle as she spoke.  

But Executor, who was gripping the steering wheel, didn’t hear her at all.  

Moreover, Anna’s motorcycle ahead of them—  

The two were relentlessly increasing their speed.  

Executor slammed the pedal to catch up with the motorcycle.  

"Aren’t you even worried about Si-ho? It’s been two whole weeks!"  

"Of course, I’m worried too. But Ms. Executor, you look incredibly unstable right now."  

Ji-soo asked Executor with a serious expression.  

She was exactly like Si-ho, caring for others without fail.  

"We don’t know what’s happened to her. What if she lost her memories again?"  

Executor muttered as she stared straight ahead.  

Seeing that, Ji-soo pressed her lips tightly together.  

She was also deeply worried about Si-ho.  

Especially...  

On the day they parted at the traditional village.  

When she was exposed as Do-hyun and had to run away.  

Back then, Ji-soo hadn’t been able to stop him.  

And she hadn’t fully grasped it.  

The femininity that had always been shown.  

The confusion and pain when she encountered Ji-soo in a changed body.  

Ji-soo had been extremely bewildered as well.  

A boyish face and the appearance of a cute girl.  

Who could easily comprehend such a drastic change?  

While she was lost in thought—  

Executor glanced toward Ji-soo.  

Then, with a serious gaze, she asked her.  

"Aren’t you worried about that kid?"  

"Of course I am! I’ve been worried sick..."  

At the sharp question, Ji-soo lowered her head.  

She resented herself for still not being able to accept that Si-ho was Do-hyun.  

Then, Executor posed a profound question to her.  

"What exactly do you think of Do-hyun?"  

For the first time.

Executor had just called Si-ho ‘Do-hyun.’  

"What...?"  

Was that why?  

Ji-soo lifted her head, which had been lowered, and stared straight at Executor.  

"It’s the Do-hyun you used to like. Are you telling me your feelings changed just because their appearance did?"  

Red eyes.  

A chilling wind passed right through Ji-soo’s chest, pierced by that gaze.  

She felt ashamed, as if her heart had been laid bare.  

She placed a hand over her chest and clutched her dress shirt tightly.  

Appearance...  

Yes, nothing about Do-hyun had changed.  

It was just that he had become a girl now.  

And he hadn’t forgotten Ji-soo either.  

He had even gotten captured in her place and suffered the humiliation of turning into a fox.  

Perhaps Do-hyun was the same person, both then and now.  

"I..."  

Ji-soo met Executor’s eyes.  

And in that moment—  

She noticed a slight tremor in Executor’s gaze.  

Seeing that hesitation, Ji-soo suddenly understood.  

Executor had never only liked Do-hyun’s looks.  

It was his caring heart, his boundless purity.  

She had loved Do-hyun as a person.  

Once she realized that deep affection—  

Ji-soo was finally able to sort through her own confused emotions.  

"I still like Do-hyun, no matter what form he takes."  

Ji-soo’s golden eyes gleamed.  

Seeing that brilliance, Executor finally relaxed her expression.  

"Good. That’s all that matters."  

A short sigh.  

Executor gripped the steering wheel tightly again.  

Then, she spoke in a low voice to Ji-soo.  

"Hold on tight. We’re going even faster from here."  

It was a frightening statement.  

They were already speeding close to 180KM per hour.  

And now she planned to go even faster.  

But...  

"Okay!"  

Ji-soo was no longer afraid.  

Instead, she shouted back with newfound confidence.  

---  

「Songdo International City. 3KM」  

A faded sign.  

It was on the verge of collapsing, as if no one had maintained it.  

That was how abandoned Songdo had become.  

Executor’s car and Anna’s motorcycle passed the sign without a second glance.  

More and more ruined houses and buildings came into view.  

Sea monsters had begun appearing along the coast, invading the residential areas.  

Because of that, the people who had once lived in Songdo had long since fled.  

Now, only criminals and Red Hunters wanted by the Association hid here.  

That was why no one ever attempted to search Songdo.  

But looking at the ghost town before them, the three of them realized—  

Vice Chairman Na-hyun’s guess might not have been wrong.  

A place this ominous was indeed a perfect hideout for fugitives like Park Shin-ae.  

However...  

Contrary to Na-hyun’s expectations, there was no sign of life anywhere in Songdo.  

A ghost town shrouded in thick sea fog.  

Once luxurious high-rises, where only the wealthy could have lived, were now riddled with holes and on the verge of collapse.  

Not a single one of those buildings had its lights on.  

Only the cawing of crows echoed through the air.  

"..."  

Upon reaching Central Park, the group slowly got out of the car.  

And they carefully surveyed their surroundings.  

"The fog makes it impossible to see anything."  

Executor bit her finger as she looked around.  

A habit she picked up after quitting smoking, something she did when feeling anxious.  

Ji-soo also walked around diligently, scanning the area.  

But all she saw were ghostly buildings and piles of rubble.  

Nowhere could she find the glamorous New Government that Park Shin-ae was said to have established.  

After searching for quite some time—  

The sound of a motorcycle echoed from afar.  

Hearing the loud noise, both Ji-soo and Executor turned their heads at once.  

Soon, out of the fog—  

Anna appeared before them.  

Dark circles had formed under her eyes.  

She had spent days tracking Si-ho without rest.  

"If we keep searching like this, we’ll get nowhere. We need to split up."  

As expected of someone from Hunter Killer.  

Anna, dragging her exhausted body, said she would check the dark industrial zones.  

"Then, I’ll search the buildings."  

Ji-soo pointed toward a half-collapsed high-rise.  

"Alright. I’ll focus on the residential areas, so let’s meet back at my car in two hours."  

Executor, ever the commanding officer, designated a meeting spot for their reunion.  

And then—  

They split up and began their search in earnest.  

---  

Ji-soo entered an abandoned building alone.  

The glass of the entrance’s revolving doors had long since been shattered.  

A caution tape had been placed to block entry.  

But even that tape was so old, it fluttered grotesquely, like the hair of a dead woman.  

Ji-soo brushed past the caution tape without hesitation and stepped inside.  

"Would she really have built a government here...?"  

No matter how she thought about it, it didn’t make sense.  

But what else could she do?  

Right now, the only clue about Park Shin-ae’s whereabouts was ‘Songdo.’  

You never knew.  

There could be a hidden portal somewhere in this building that led to Park Shin-ae’s secret hideout.  

Of course, that was a ridiculous thought.  

She had seen all sorts of supernatural abilities, but she had never once encountered a power like teleportation.  

There was no way Vice Chairman Na-hyun had lied...  

Yet, since Ji-soo had never personally seen Park Shin-ae’s abilities, she found it difficult to believe.  

As she climbed the building with that thought—  

Ji-soo suddenly stopped in her tracks on the 23rd floor.  

For the first time, in this eerily silent building—  

She heard something rustling.  

"A bird...? Or a flying-type monster?"  

If it was the latter, she wouldn’t be able to handle it alone.  

And if it was something massive, the unstable building might collapse entirely.  

Ji-soo swallowed hard and carefully turned the corner onto the 24th floor.  

But.  

What she encountered was neither a bird nor a monster.  

It was something she had never expected.  

"Children...?"  

Ji-soo’s tense eyes widened instead.  

They were unmistakably children.  

A boy and a girl, standing together.  

They wore long, white coats and were playing on the crumbling building.  

But their behavior wasn’t the only odd thing.  

Long white hair, short white hair.  

And unsettlingly red eyes.  

They looked like white rabbits—  

Something about them was deeply eerie.  

Ji-soo watched them closely.  

Then, she accidentally kicked an empty can lying on the floor.  

"---."  

The sound wasn’t loud, to be honest.  

But even that tiny noise was enough for the rabbit-like children to notice.  

They turned their heads.  

And their crimson eyes met Ji-soo’s golden ones.  

"Uh... hello, kids?"  

The red-eyed rabbits stared at her.  

But they didn’t respond.  

They simply gazed, unblinking, at the hunter who had found them.
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    "Hey, kids, where are you from?"

Ji-soo cautiously took a step toward them.

At that, the twin girl hid behind the boy's shoulder.

A wary posture against her.

Seeing that, Ji-soo forced a smile.

"Is your home nearby?"

The boy calmly shook his head at her words.

And held the girl’s hand.

At that moment.

"W-wait a moment, kids!"

The children started running away at an animal-like speed.

Toward the wide-open hallway.

Ji-soo blankly watched their retreating figures.

She suddenly felt it.

That unnatural speed.

Physical abilities that were hard to believe belonged to children.

It felt familiar from somewhere.

"!!!"

Ji-soo, who had been momentarily dumbfounded, soon realized.

Si-ho’s physical abilities.

It felt similar to how she moved swiftly like a fox.

The ranker who had realized something hurriedly started chasing after the children.

Running down the precarious hallway on the 45th floor, she turned a corner.

Then she climbed up the remnants of the building connected to the open ceiling.

As she reached the rooftop, the building’s top was revealed.

It was clearly foggy Songdo.

However, as she climbed onto the 45th-floor rooftop, a single ray of warm sunlight poured down.

Before she knew it, she had risen above the dark clouds.

Thanks to that, despite being outdoors, her field of vision was very clear.

With the help of that light, Ji-soo spotted the fleeing children.

The children running towards the cliff.

At that sight, Ji-soo’s golden eyes gleamed.

"Kids, that's dangerous…!"

Ji-soo hurriedly followed after the distant children.

But…

She instinctively had to stop her steps.

A white silhouette was visible where the children were heading.

At the moment she saw that silhouette, her ranker’s intuition warned her.

That approaching any further would be dangerous.

"…!"

A white-haired man sitting on the edge of the cliff, shirtless.

On his back, a pair of enormous wings were spread.

A pure white and beautiful figure, like an angel.

White skin like a plaster statue.  

Beautiful muscle form like a Greek statue.  

The children gathered beneath him.  

They pointed their fingers at Ji-soo, who had chased them.  

Because of that, the statue-like man also lifted his head.  

And with eerie red eyes, he stared at Ji-soo.  

“....”  

A bizarre gaze.  

Sweat trickled down Ji-soo’s forehead as she met that gaze.  

“W-Who are you?”  

“....”  

The statue did not readily answer the question of who he was.  

Instead, he sent the children behind him.  

At that moment, Ji-soo's lips parted at the bizarre sight she had never seen before.  

What unfolded behind the muscular man…  

It was so unreal it was hard to believe.  

The collapsed rooftop debris.  

Those remnants floated in the sky, forming a staircase in midair.  

And that staircase led toward a single beam of sunlight pouring through the dark clouds.  

The children skillfully ran up the stairs.  

As if they were simply returning home.  

Ji-soo could only watch as they grew distant.  

Then, she finally came to her senses as the man’s figure blocked the staircase.  

Standing there like a gatekeeper.  

Like the guardian of heaven’s gate.  

“Turn back. This is no place for an ordinary human.”  

An ordinary human?  

That meant the children and himself were not human.  

This was a world where monsters roamed, and people wielded abilities…  

But even in this world, the current situation was too strange to believe.  

“I understand. But let me ask just one thing.”  

She couldn’t just walk away now.  

Ji-soo, who might have just found the only clue to locating Park Shin-ae, asked bravely.  

“Is Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae inside?”  

“Assemblywoman Park Shin-ae…?”  

The angel tilted his head.  

Then, as if recalling something, he narrowed his eyes and glared at Ji-soo.  

“Don’t tell me… Are you referring to the Prophet?”  

“The Prophet?”  

Ji-soo frowned at the term, something she had only heard in the Bible.  

Then, realizing something, she clenched her teeth tightly.  

“So, you do know. She was hiding here all along, wasn’t she?”  

The reason she hadn’t been able to find her anywhere in Songdo.  

The reason there had been no trace of her, despite forming a new government.  

Now, all the pieces fit together.  

From the start, her base had never been on the ground.  

It had been in the sky all along.  

And this collapsing building was the link between the earth and her stronghold.  

“....”  

“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to step aside.”  

Ji-soo boldly stepped forward.  

But the angel shook his head firmly.  

He reached his left hand out into the air.  

At that moment—  

Ji-soo abruptly halted as the rooftop floor trembled beneath her.  

Because in the angel’s extended hand, a massive lance had materialized.  

And that lance erupted from the rooftop floor.  

Its material was the same bone-like substance as the sword that had pierced Na-hyun.  

“I warn you. Take one more step, and I will annihilate you.”  

The angel’s massive lance was aimed directly at Ji-soo.  

Its size was so overwhelming that it cast a shadow over her entire body.  

But…  

Ji-soo did not back down.  

Perhaps because of the overwhelming size of the shadow.  

Her golden eyes only burned even brighter.  

“Then I’ll warn you too. If you don’t move, I’ll burn everything down.”  

Ji-soo’s tone had changed.  

She no longer spoke politely to those who had kidnapped Si-ho.  

“￣￣￣!”  

The massive bone lance.  

It shot up toward the sky.  

And then, with a savage sound that tore through the air, it came crashing down toward Ji-soo.  

“---!”  

The impact was so powerful.  

A section of the rooftop floor collapsed.  

Thanks to that, the view of the 44th floor, where she had climbed up from, was fully revealed.  

However, Ji-soo did not falter.  

She had faced countless rankers before.  

She would not retreat any longer.  

She drew her greatsword.  

The moment she unsheathed it, intense flames coiled around the blade.  

Gradually, her eyes turned crimson.  

She stood her ground against the raging lance.  

And the moment the two blades clashed—  

A powerful shockwave, strong enough to shake the heavens, reverberated throughout the world.  

The lance, several times thicker than her longsword.  

That immense girth pushed against Ji-soo’s blade.  

The force was so overwhelming that her hands trembled as she gripped the sword.  

Her wrists twisted from the sheer power.  

“Kh…!”  

An overwhelming difference in strength.  

12 and 08—her previous opponents.  

They were nothing compared to this.  

It was like trying to support a collapsing building alone.  

Ji-soo’s feet, which had been firmly planted, began to sink lower and lower.  

And then—  

“￣￣￣￣.”  

The rooftop beneath Ji-soo crumbled.  

With it, she plummeted, buried in the cascading debris.  

“....”  

The angel gazed down at the wreckage that had fallen onto the 44th floor.  

Sensing no further presence, he murmured to himself.  

“I should inform the Prophet. The entrance must be sealed.”  

He gripped his lance and calmly turned toward the floating staircase.  

But—  

A faint noise made him turn his head.  

“…Damn…!”  

In that fleeting moment, a shadow loomed above him.  

Following the silhouette, he lifted his gaze.  

And then, he saw it.  

Ji-soo, her entire body engulfed in flames.  

Her widened, beast-like eyes locked onto him as she soared through the air.  

With her long sword, she aimed straight for the angel’s head.  

The angel’s once-relaxed eyes sharpened in an instant.  

Hurriedly, he raised his lance to block her sword.  

Once again, he tried to overpower Ji-soo with sheer strength.  

But this time, Ji-soo was different.  

“I’m sick of being smashed into the ground…!”  

Flames, compressed to their extreme limit.  

A blade forged within that inferno.  

That blade relentlessly dug into the angel’s lance.  

Cracks began to spread across the bone-like weapon.  

Hearing that sound, the angel, who had been holding his weapon with one hand, gripped it with both.  

Then, like swinging a club, he hurled Ji-soo away with all his might.  

“---!”  

Ji-soo was flung into the air along with her sword.  

But she focused flames beneath her feet.  

Using the explosive power, she halted her momentum in midair.  

And once again, she hurled herself toward the angel’s fractured lance.  

No matter how many times he struck her with overwhelming force—  

No matter how much he tried to push her away—  

She kept coming back.  

Like a moth to the flame.  

Even the once-unshakable angel gradually began to falter at the sight.  

Each clash of their blades should have built up an unbearable shock within Ji-soo’s mere human body.  

Yet, she kept charging forward, her entire face tense with exertion.  

“Why are you going this far…?!”  

Ji-soo gave no answer to his question.  

She no longer saw this mere gatekeeper.  

Only Si-ho.  

The kiss Si-ho had left behind, calling it friendship.  

The way she had shed tears as she left.  

The foolish self who hadn’t been able to stop her.  

“What grudge do you have against the Prophet!!”  

The angel clenched his teeth.  

Then, with all his strength, he swung his lance toward Ji-soo’s sword.  

The two blades collided.  

Perhaps due to the sheer force of the impact—  

A savage shockwave shook the heavens.  

The remaining glass windows on the rooftop shattered completely.  

But it wasn’t just the fragile glass that broke.  

The already-cracked lance.  

And Ji-soo’s greatsword.  

Both shattered at the same time.  

Through the broken blades, Ji-soo’s face surged forward.  

Her blazing crimson eyes locked onto the angel.  

Now close enough, the ranker spoke to him in a low voice.  

“There’s someone I need to meet.”  

A sorrowful excuse called friendship.  

I hurt that child, making her lie again.  

Both of them were now weaponless.  

The angel raised his fist, ready to strike the charging Ji-soo.  

Now that neither had weapons—  

He believed his superior physical strength would give him the advantage.  

But then, he realized—  

Ji-soo was not just an ordinary swordsman.  

She was still holding onto her broken sword.  

And the moment the shattered blade was lifted into the air—  

Flames erupted from the remaining edge.  

As if embodying her fury, the fire shaped itself into a massive greatsword.  

“So give Si-ho back, you bastards!!”  

A sword of flame, as enormous as the angel’s lance.  

It came crashing down upon his body.  

And then—  

His massive frame was split in two.  

From the gaping wound, an inferno burst forth.  

His plaster-white body crumbled into black ash, scattering onto the ground.  

“Haa….”  

Ji-soo landed back onto the rooftop.  

But perhaps from exhausting most of her strength—  

Her legs gave out beneath her.  

She collapsed onto the rooftop, powerless.  

Then, covering her eyes with the back of her hand, she took a deep breath.  

Light poured through the gaps between her fingers.  

She gazed at it through her half-lidded eyes.  

The heavenly staircase where the children had ascended.  

Si-ho was up there.  

But Ji-soo did not climb it immediately.  

She simply waited.  

Until Executor and Anna returned.  

Because both of them were the ones Si-ho loved.  

And she firmly believed that together, they would bring her back.  
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    A fog-covered residential district in Songdo.

Several houses had collapsed due to monster attacks and battles between hunters.

Finding an intact house was as rare as counting fingers.

However, the Executor calmly investigated the area.

She knew.

The most wretched places were the best to hide in.

The black coat she was wearing.

With both hands tucked into it, she walked through the houses, exhaling white breath.

Then, her eyes caught sight of a relatively intact three-story house.

It must have belonged to a well-off family in Songdo.

And usually, such houses….

Would end up as dens for the villains who had taken over the city.

Into that den, the representative of the villains entered.

As she opened the main gate and stepped inside, she was greeted by a rotten grass field.

A stinging stench in the air.

Unlike the damp, salty smell of the sea, an artificial odor filled the air.

And that smell was very familiar to the Executor.

Because it was the scent of chemical agents used for corpse disposal.

Moreover, the fact that the smell was strong enough to be detected outside….

Meant that there were a great number of ‘things’ that had to be dealt with using chemicals.

The Executor calmly followed the source of the smell.

Behind a gloomy building.

And towards a suspicious iron door.

The Executor firmly grasped the door leading to a semi-basement.

However, as expected, the doorknob was tightly locked.

“….”

She once again tucked her hands into her coat pockets.

And then….

“￣￣￣!”

She forcefully stomped down on the latch with her heel.

The door creaked and swayed.

With just one kick from the Executor, the door swung open.

“Ugh….”

A wave of rotting stench soon followed.

Even for someone accustomed to handling corpses, it was unbearable.

Covering her nose with her coat sleeve, she slowly descended the stairs.

She thought that no living person could possibly reside here.

She turned on her phone’s flashlight and scanned the basement.

Corpses were packed tightly in black plastic bags.

And a plastic bathtub was placed for their disposal.

Inside that bathtub….

Was someone still alive.

“…!”

Perhaps the person in the tub sensed that the intruder was different from usual.

The human trapped inside thrashed desperately, causing the floor to become slippery.

The Executor shone her flashlight in their direction.

Thanks to that, she could tell that it was a woman in her twenties.

She was dressed in a thin white shirt over her underwear.

Her arms were handcuffed to the tub’s handles with police restraints.

“Calm down. I’m not your kidnapper.”

The Executor grabbed the blindfold and gag that bound the woman’s body.

At that moment, the restrained woman shrank and trembled violently.

She must have been beaten countless times, making her instinctively fearful.

Finally, her face was revealed.

With delicate features, and her makeup smeared from crying before her abduction.

“Hhik…. Hhhuuu….”

The woman shed tears of relief upon realizing that the Executor was not her kidnapper.

However, the Executor did not seem particularly interested in saving her.

With her snake-like red eyes, she simply stared down at the abducted woman.

She made her demand.

The reward she would receive for going out of her way to save this pitiful woman.

“Who are you?”

“Hhhuuu…. I’m sorry. Please, please save me….”

She had cried so much.

Her voice was completely hoarse.


“I don’t want that kind of answer. I asked who you are and why you were locked up here.”

A firm and cold voice.

At that voice, the woman gasped for breath.

“I’m an employee of the Songdo Hunter Association….”

An association employee?

If anything, she should have been in the safest place here, so why is she in a place like this…?

“Since a few days ago, rioters with red eyes have appeared in Songdo….”

“Like me?”

“No, yours are clear and bright…. But theirs were murky red, like an animal’s.”

As the woman spoke, she kept glancing toward the stairs where the Executor had come down.

“The rioters started kidnapping the few remaining residents of Songdo at random. In the process, they clashed with our association several times.”

That was only natural.

There was no way the association would just stand by while rioters kidnapped residents.

“But those people… each one of them felt as strong as an A-rank Hunter or even stronger….”

The association employee trembled in fear as if recalling that moment.

So they were strong enough to overpower the association’s Hunters?

“In the end, the Songdo Association collapsed, and many people, including myself, were taken.”

The woman looked at the corpses wrapped in black bags and seemed to accept her fate.

Then, she looked up at the Executor and pleaded.

“Is that enough…? Please, save me…. It’ll be my turn soon….”

Red-eyed rioters.

And the people they kidnapped.

This was probably connected to Park Shin-ae.

Were they planning to use the kidnapped people as test subjects again?

But….

Until now, they had only kidnapped Hunters and extracted their abilities.

Yet now, they were taking ordinary people too…?

Something was strange.

This was different from before.

“I suppose.”

The Executor pulled out a dagger from inside her coat.

Then, she slowly approached the bound woman.

She raised the dagger to cut the chain on the handcuffs.

However, at that very moment—

The woman, who had been relieved at the thought of being rescued, suddenly turned pale.

“B-behind you…!”

The Executor heard the warning and immediately turned her head.

But—

“---!”

Before she could even react, a massive iron club flew toward her head.

And with a brutal sound, the side of her skull caved in.

Her body was flung helplessly.

She collapsed onto the floor, where corpses were strewn about.

“￣￣￣￣!”

The woman screamed as she saw the Executor’s head shattered.

But even her scream didn’t last long.

The man who had struck the Executor with the blunt weapon—

He glared at her with murky red eyes.

“Shut up…. I told you to keep your mouth shut, didn’t I…?”

The man panted so heavily that white breath escaped his lips.

His eyes rolled around wildly, as if he were completely deranged.

“What’s with this woman? Has the Seoul branch of the association already made a move?”

“I-I don’t know…. I don’t know anything….”

The woman frantically shook her head.

Now that an intruder had appeared in their supposedly hidden place—

The man judged that they couldn’t stay here any longer.

He unchained the woman’s cuffs from the bathtub.

“If the Assemblywoman hadn’t ordered us to bring back an undamaged human….”

Then, gripping her wrist, he began dragging her out.

“You would’ve ended up just like them. Understand?”

The woman was dragged along helplessly.

She looked back at the Executor’s lifeless body with sorrowful eyes.

“Please…. Somebody save me….”

The man, wearing only a sleeveless shirt despite the autumn chill—

Had a tattoo of the Incheon syndicate on his shoulder.

With overwhelming strength, he grabbed the woman by the nape and ascended the stairs.

The sound of his footsteps grew distant.  

But then, they suddenly stopped.  

Because from the basement, where he thought there was nothing left to see, a voice rang out once more.  

“Incheon Oseongpa, huh?”  

The man turned his head upon hearing the name of his former affiliation.  

His eyebrows twitched sharply.  

Because the woman he was certain he had killed in one blow—  

Was standing upright once again.  

With a face so clean it was hard to believe she had been struck by a blunt weapon.  

“Was the reason for the riots to gather offerings for Park Shin-ae’s new government?”  

The Executor asked calmly.  

The man stared at her in disbelief.  

“Yeah. The entrance fee for the Sky Island is five people per head.”  

He carelessly set the association woman down on the stairs.  

Then, resting the club on his shoulder, he spoke to the Executor.  

“I only need one more.”  

He pointed to his red eyes with his fingers.  

Proudly.  

Seeing those eyes, the Executor finally understood the force behind the blow she had taken earlier.  

An unnatural power gained through the sacrifice of four people.  

No doubt, an ability bestowed by Park Shin-ae—one stolen from Si-ho and countless Hunters.  

“So you just need to die now.”  

With those final words, he leapt from the stairs.  

Raising the club in one hand, he charged at an unnatural speed.  

But by now, the Executor had long since assessed his level.  

She calmly reached into the inner pocket of her coat…  

And pulled out a gun.  

“￣￣￣.”  

A short yet deafening gunshot.  

With it, the man’s forehead twisted grotesquely.  

His body collapsed to the floor.  

A faint wisp of white smoke drifted from the barrel of the gun.  

Lowering her gun, the Executor approached him.  

But at that moment—  

Like a spring, he bounced back up and lunged at her again.  

The Executor swiftly struck his temple with the gun’s grip.  

As he staggered and fell—  

Sharp bones erupted from the basement floor.  

When she clenched her fist, the bones snapped shut like a Venus flytrap, trapping him.  

“Gah… What the hell is this…?!”  

The man glared at her with bloodshot eyes.  

But the Executor remained utterly indifferent to such a gaze.  

She merely tightened her fist, constricting his body until it swelled.  

“What’s wrong? You got stronger after sacrificing four people, right? Try escaping from this too.”  

Her firm, resolute words.  

And with them, the man finally began to feel real fear.  

His bulging eyes locked onto the Executor’s crimson gaze.  

The same color, yet vastly different in nature.  

The moment he felt that aura—he realized who he had encountered.  

“I… Ilshim….”  

“If you want to live, start talking. Where is Park Shin-ae’s base?”  

His entire body twisted under the crushing weight of the massive bones.  

Like an insect caught in a closing fist.  

The man knew.  

Ilshim’s ruthlessness.  

If he didn’t answer properly, he would die. No exceptions.  

Forcing his voice through his constricted throat, he croaked out his response.  

“I-it’s… in the sky.”  

“The sky?”  

A vague answer.  

The bones began digging into his flesh.  

And just like the woman he had imprisoned, he screamed in agony.  

With a voice laced with pain, he shouted—  

“It’s really in the sky…! There’s a staircase to the floating island in the Central Building….” 

A sorrowful voice.  

The Executor furrowed her brow at his words.  

No matter how unrealistic the answer seemed, a man facing death wouldn’t lie.  

In the end, she opened her clenched palm.  

The bones constricting him immediately released.  

“Haa….”  

The Executor sat down on one of the corpse bags.  

Crossing her legs, she fell into deep thought.  

The Red Hunters and criminals who had lived in Songdo.  

The Rankers who followed Park Shin-ae.  

They were all on the Sky Island.  

As she was lost in thought, the man started crawling like a beast.  

Grabbing a fallen phone, he pressed the emergency call button.  

“You dumb bitch…. This isn’t the time to be so relaxed.”  

The Executor gave no reaction to his words.  

The man hesitated for a moment, then started shouting at her repeatedly.  

“My men are coming here right now. You dared to mess with me in Incheon…? You’re dead—”  

“￣￣￣.”  

Resting her chin on the back of her hand, the Executor casually fired her gun.  

The man groaned, clutching his leg.  

“￣￣￣.”  

Annoyed by the noise, she fired again.  

Only then did he clamp his mouth shut and fall silent.  

“Khugh….”  

After five seconds,  

The Executor finally seemed to have sorted out her thoughts and stood up.  

She picked up the phone and looked down at the fallen man.  

As if she were looking at an insect.  

“You said your men were coming?”  

“Yeah….”  

“Don’t worry. Someone’s coming for me, too.”  

“One person…? You think one person can beat my elite squad?”  

Deciding it wasn’t worth answering, the Executor kicked him.  

Then, without hesitation, she fired five bullets into his head.  

“….”  

Divine power.  

No matter how high it reached, it was still nothing compared to five bullets lodged in his skull.  

The corpse lay still, unmoving.  

Passing by the trembling woman at the stairs, the Executor ascended alone.  

And then—  

She met Anna, her face covered in blood.  

The color was vivid, as if it had just been spilled.  

“You’re late.”  

The Executor narrowed her eyes and spoke.  

Anna wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and answered indifferently.  

“There was some trash along the way.”  

Her silver hair was tied on one side.  

Blood stained her black jacket and sleeveless top underneath.  

The same outfit she always wore when hunting Hunters.  

“Ji-soo went ahead to the building. She said the entrance is there.”  

The two Rankers left the house without a word.  

On their way out,  

The grassy yard was littered with countless corpses.  

Their eyes—  

Were the same murky red as the man the Executor had just killed.
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    Anna and the Executor arrived at the rooftop of the building.  

They faced Ji-soo, who was sitting alone among the building’s debris.  

"You’re here."  

A slightly hoarse voice.  

Ji-soo staggered as she got up.  

"Did you already fight?"  

The Executor walked leisurely with both hands tucked into her coat.  

Indeed, behind Ji-soo lay the corpse of the guardian angel she had defeated.  

It looked like a massive, white whale.  

Its body was split in half, and black blood still bubbled from within.  

"Yes... It was blocking the way to the stairs."  

"You did well."  

The Executor patted the top of Ji-soo’s head.  

At some point, she had come to find Ji-soo’s efforts commendable.  

Even if she was Si-ho’s first love.  

Ji-soo, encouraged by the Executor.  

The three of them cautiously followed Anna toward the stairs.  

"Let’s go, we don’t have time. We don’t know what’s happening to her right now."  

A floating staircase formed from the building’s debris.  

A single misstep could mean falling to their deaths.  

But the three rankers did not hesitate.  

Just one step, and then another.  

Silently climbing the stairs toward the single ray of light piercing through the dark clouds.  

A passage so eerie that it felt more like heaven than reality.  

They pushed through the clouds and reached the top.  

What greeted them next was...  

A massive stone gate.  

Like the entrance to hell, the surface was carved with suffering humans.  

"So this is hell, and beyond this gate is heaven, huh?"  

How ridiculous.  

Park Shin-ae must be gloating, acting like she was something special.  

Was she really beyond this gate?  

The Executor lightly brushed her fingers over the surface of the stone gate.  

"Move aside."  

Anna gently pushed her aside.  

The white-eyed woman silently raised her fist.  

KWAANG￣￣￣￣!!  

And then, without hesitation, she struck the stone gate.  

A chilling shockwave.  

The sheer force of Anna’s punch sent an ear-splitting rupture through the air.  

Even the surrounding dark clouds trembled from the impact.  

"Are you okay...? Your fist..."  

"That’s right, Master! There must be another way!"  

But Anna did not stop.  

She swung her fist with the same face she had during her past as a contract killer.  

Even if the back of her hand got scraped and blood flowed down.  

"I'm not the type to fight using my head like you all."  

Thanks to that, the stone gate gradually caved in.  

The Executor and Ji-soo, who had been watching, were left speechless by her overwhelming strength.  

"So I’ll save Si-ho in my own way."  

KWAANG￣￣￣￣!!  

The stone gate and Anna’s fist.  

Between them, a fierce white smoke billowed up.  

As the smoke cleared, Ji-soo and the Executor could finally see.  

The world beyond the dented stone gate.  

"There’s a meadow beyond the gate...?"  

Anna reached her hand through the distorted gap in the gate.  

Then, she began to apply pressure so hard that the veins on her forehead protruded.  

Thanks to that, the view of the meadow gradually widened.  

Eventually, a gap large enough for a person to pass through opened.  

Blood dripped from between her knuckles.  

But Anna paid no mind and silently stepped into the meadow.  

The two rankers followed after her.  

They had admired Anna’s strength, but soon, they were even more shocked by the sight before them.  

They had never imagined that such a peaceful meadow could exist in the sky.  

"Is this real...?"  

The Executor, who had created countless dolls from corpses.  

Even she found it hard to believe and bent her knees in disbelief.  

And the grass, swaying butterflies,  

She touched them, feeling the living nature moving.  

"This is absurd... How did one person create a land of this scale in the sky...?"  

Ji-soo was the same.  

She, too, couldn’t believe the ground she was standing on, lightly pressing her foot into the grass as if testing it.  

"...."  

But Anna said nothing about the world that had unfolded.  

Instead, she bit her lip, as if realizing something on her own.  

"This was created with Si-ho’s ability."  

"Created with her ability...?"  

The Executor asked back in disbelief.  

Si-ho’s ability, which at most had only made cocktails,  

How could it have created an entire world?  

"This place... It looks exactly like the entrance to the amusement park Si-ho and I went to."  

Anna knelt and looked at the ground.  

And there,  

Lay the flower ring that Si-ho had once made for her.  

Even this had been perfectly recreated.  

Anna picked up the ring.  

Then she carefully placed it in her pocket and stood up.  

"Let’s go... If this is just like Si-ho’s memories, then it should be that way."  

Anna’s finger.  

She pointed beyond the meadow, toward the entrance of the amusement park.  

But there was no longer an amusement park there.  

What stood there was a white cathedral.  

The three of them approached the cathedral.  

And then they saw the small buildings surrounding it.  

People bustling beneath the buildings.  

They all had white hair, just like Anna.  

All of them wore white togas, like people from the Middle Ages.  

There was no sign of modern civilization among them.  

Instead of cars, people pulled carts.  

Instead of phones, they carried books and baskets of fruit.  

"They went and built an entire civilization, huh?"  

The Executor clicked her tongue.  

Dressed in her black suit, she folded her arms and looked around.  

And every time she made eye contact with the residents of the floating island, she glared at them as if asking what they were looking at.  

But...  

The residents were not afraid of that gaze.  

Instead, they smiled and greeted her.  

The bloodstains on Anna’s face and her bruised hands did not concern her in the slightest.  

"You must be the new residents."  

Especially the girl dressed in a nun’s robe, possibly a missionary.  

The girl clasped her hands together and smiled sweetly at the three rankers.  

"New residents...?"  

Ji-soo tilted her head, and the Executor grabbed her shoulder.  

Then, in a hushed voice, she whispered.  

‘Let’s just hear her out.’  

‘...Okay.’  

"Yes, to have received the blessing of God and earned the right to ascend to the floating island—how wonderful."  

Blessing of God, my ass.  

The Executor’s already sharp red eyes narrowed even further.  

She knew full well that ascending to this place required the sacrifice of five lives.  

Everyone here was a murderer.  

A lunatic who had killed at least five people.  

"To complete the residency process, please follow me."  

The nun headed toward the entrance of the cathedral.  

The three of them leisurely followed her inside.  

Unaware that the smiling residents of the floating island had now turned expressionless as they watched them.  

The interior of the cathedral was quite different from the ones they had seen in reality.  

Of course, the stained glass windows and the massive cross resembled those of any other cathedral.  

But in the center of the hall stood a massive tree.  

A tree with a white surface, devoid of any leaves.  

Beneath the tree was a massive pond.  

The nun approached the pond.  

Then, using a silver goblet, she scooped up some of the pond’s water and handed it to the three.  

"By drinking this, you shall be reborn as true residents of the floating island."  

At first glance, it appeared to be clear water.  

Yet, the idea that drinking it alone would transform them into residents seemed highly suspicious.  

The three of them merely stared at the goblets in silence.  

"Why are you hesitating...? You must drink it to receive the blessing of God."  

A slightly flustered expression appeared on the nun’s face.  

Normally, those who came to the floating island would kneel and beg for a sip of this holy water.  

She was clearly puzzled by this unexpected reaction.  

"What exactly is special about this water?"  

The Executor asked first.  

The nun forced a smile and responded.  

"This is holy water created by our Prophet and the Angel who built our floating island. By drinking it, all your worldly desires will vanish, and you shall be reborn as true saints."  

Saints.  

In a place where one had to commit murder just to enter, they claimed to turn people into saints?  

"Everything about this is contradictory."  

"Why would you think that?"  

"Isn’t it obvious? We already know that the people here had to kill to gain residency."  

The Executor’s indifferent remark.  

The moment the nun heard it, her face stiffened.  

"So you’re saying... you came here without offering a sacrifice?"  

The nun poured the goblet’s contents back into the pond.  

Then, setting it down, she stared at the Executor with a chillingly blank expression.  

"That makes you intruders, doesn’t it? But... there should have been a gatekeeper. How did you...?"  

The nun’s red eyes darted around erratically.  

Then, they stopped on Ji-soo.  

"It’s you. The scent of the gatekeeper’s blood..."  

The moment she realized who they were, the nun tried to flee.  

But Anna was already behind her.  

She grabbed the nun by the neck and lifted her into the air.  

"Where is Si-ho?"  

"Si-Si-ho...? I don’t know anyone by that name."  

The nun struggled desperately.  

Anna, as if expecting that answer, dunked the girl straight into the holy water pond.  

"Fine, I’ll make sure you remember."  

Bubbles rose from the pond where the nun had been submerged.  

The Executor leisurely approached Anna, who was calmly torturing the girl.  

Then, sitting on the edge of the pond, she pulled out a cigarette and placed it in her mouth.  

"Because of you bastards, I can’t even quit this."  

She took a deep drag for the first time in a long while.  

She inhaled nicotine beneath the sacred cathedral.  

Even tapped her cigarette ashes into the pond.  

And Anna continued waterboarding the nun.  

Ji-soo simply watched the two of them.  

Even if the method was extreme, she also wanted to rescue Do-hyun as soon as possible.  

Rather, she was so influenced by their actions that she voluntarily kept watch in case someone entered the cathedral.  

How much time had passed?  

The nun finally emerged from the holy water.  

She gasped for breath, panting heavily.  

"Do you feel like talking now?"  

"Haa... haa... I swear, there’s no such name among the residents..."  

It didn’t seem like a lie.  

Only then did Anna drop the nun onto the floor.  

The woman, now in tatters.  

The Executor, sitting with her legs crossed, looked down at her and spoke indifferently.  

"Then, where is that great Prophet of yours?"  

At the mention of the Prophet, the nun’s eyebrows twitched.  

She trembled as if the name was something that should not be spoken carelessly.  

"I don’t know... The Prophet is always busy for the sake of this world..."  

"You don’t even know anything about your superior? Park Shin-ae is a real piece of work."  

The Executor flicked her cigarette butt into the pond.  

The nun, in a panic, crawled toward the pond, desperately trying to retrieve the cigarette butt.  

"Tsks..."  

The Executor looked down at her in disdain.  

"Anna, should we split up and search?"  

"...."  

Anna hesitated to answer.  

Then, as if something had come to mind, she looked at the distant residents of the floating island.  

"Let’s kill them all. That should bring them out."  

"...What?"  

Was it because Si-ho was missing?  

Anna’s muddied eyes once again held a crazed gleam.  

Seeing this, the Executor let out a short sigh.  

Without Si-ho, is she reverting back to her old self?  

The Executor tilted her head back.  

The situation was too frustrating.  

What should they do now...  

"A-Ah! Or, how about drinking the holy water yourself...?"  

The nun, clutching the cigarette butt, looked up at the Executor.  

"If you drink the holy water, you can meet the Angel. If you ask them, they might know."  

"Are you saying that drinking this will take us to where she is?"  

"Yes, your body will remain here, but your soul will temporarily enter the world where the Angel resides."  

The Executor frowned at the sheer absurdity of the idea.  

But Ji-soo was different.  

If the Prophet was called Park Shin-ae,  

Then who exactly was the Angel?  

She approached the nun and grabbed both of her shoulders.  

"Can you tell me more about this Angel?"  
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    The nun made a blank expression at Ji-soo’s question.  

She soon collected herself and explained the angel’s appearance.  

"Their form changes depending on who sees them. They freely transform according to the desires of the one they visit."  

Their appearance changes based on one's desires.  

Then, since the one I desire the most right now is Si-ho...  

Would the figure appearing in my dreams also be Si-ho?  

Ji-soo fell into thought for a moment.  

Disgusting.  

It meant that they could completely read one's mind and transform accordingly.  

"And even if you meet the archangel, you can return to reality if you reject their authority. That’s how kind they are."  

The nun clasped her hands together and displayed an ecstatic expression.  

As if she had met them and had been saved.  

"Because of that, there have been cases where people refused their wish and returned. Though I don’t know why…."  

"What happened to those who returned?"  

"I'm not sure. Most of them left the village. They probably returned to the surface…."  

Ji-soo swallowed deeply.  

Then, she silently gazed at Anna and Executor.  

Her golden eyes gleamed.  

Seeing that radiance, Executor asked her with a worried look.  

"What, are you serious…?"  

"If we just keep waiting here, that woman’s army might come soon."  

Ji-soo spoke to Executor with a resolute expression.  

At those words, Executor looked at the ash floating in the pond she had used as an ashtray moments ago.  

"Since I can return after going, I’ll go find some clues."  

Ji-soo took off the jacket she was wearing as she spoke.  

Rolling up the sleeves of her dress shirt, she took a deep breath.  

Seeing this, Executor let out a deep sigh.  

"Damn it… If I had known this would happen…"  

She reached out and picked up a bit of cigarette ash drifting on the water.  

Meanwhile, Anna softly placed a hand on Ji-soo’s shoulder and advised her.  

"We’ll protect your body no matter what. Please, find a clue about Si-ho during that time."  

Clouded white pupils.  

Ji-soo stared at those eyes and silently nodded.  

"I’m ready. Give me that holy water."  

The nun picked up the silver cup she had set down.  

Then, she carefully scooped water from the pond and handed it to the ranker.  

Ji-soo grasped the silver cup.  

She slowly looked at her reflection in the water’s surface.  

Drinking this clear water would lead her to meet the 'angel.'  

Soon, as if she had steeled herself, she slowly brought the cup to her lips.  

As if tasting a cocktail Si-ho had made for her.  

A sip.  

She took another sip.  

When she emptied the cup completely, she alternated glances between Anna and Executor.  

Even though she had finished drinking, her body showed no reaction.  

Seeing her like that, the nun brought over a light blanket as if it were natural.  

Then, she gently guided Ji-soo to sit beside the pond.  

"Ah, when you meet the angel, there’s one thing you must be careful about."  

The nun’s black pupils gleamed.  

She whispered to Ji-soo, who had just drunk the holy water.  

"Never deny that they are an angel."  

Ji-soo furrowed her brow at those words.  

She took a moment to gather her thoughts to understand the nun’s warning.  

However, in the end, she couldn’t comprehend its meaning.  

As she pondered deeply—  

Her vision gradually blurred.  

Her gaze tilted sideways.  

Anna and Executor rushed toward Ji-soo as she collapsed.  

「--- --?」 

The two people said something, but she couldn't understand a single word.  

The only sound reaching her ears was the loud ringing noise.  

As her blurred vision faded into darkness,  

Ji-soo felt her entire body grow sluggish, just like when she had been trapped in the lab.  

Helpless, as if she had returned to a fetal state, yet wrapped in a warmth she didn’t want to escape from.  

Following that warmth, she let her expression loosen and indulged in the drowsiness.  

However, that feeling didn’t last long.  

Before long, a cold, damp sensation began creeping in.  

Her entire body shivered, and she snapped awake.  

When she opened her eyes—  

Ji-soo’s half-lidded gaze instantly sharpened.  

She was lying in a very familiar place.  

"This is…"  

Soft music drifted through the air.  

Familiar shelves filled with liquor and tables.  

People filling those tables.  

They laughed and chatted while enjoying their cocktails, excitement brimming in their voices.  

"This is Moment?"  

She realized that she had been lying beneath the air conditioner in Moment Bar.  

Had she been cold because she was sitting under the breeze alone…?  

"Ugh…"  

Ji-soo wobbled as she pushed herself up.  

She slowly made her way through the noisy crowd toward the counter.  

If this was truly the angel’s illusion, crafted from her own desires…  

Then surely, that person would be behind the counter.  

Han Si-ho.  

There was only one empty seat at the counter.  

She squeezed into the space and barely managed to sit down.  

Then, while waiting for the bartender to arrive, she cautiously observed her surroundings.  

「So I swung my greatsword—bam! Split that thing in half!」  

「Come on, if not for my buff, you’d have been knocked out by one tail swipe.」  

「Hey, can a healer take the last hit? If it weren’t for tanks like us, healers wouldn’t even get a chance to shine.」  

Stories about today's raid.  

Afterward, they bragged about their feats, drinking and laughing together.  

She watched them with sidelong glances.  

And then, she remembered—  

The party raids she had with Do-hyun, Hyun-soo oppa, and Gyu-seon in the past.  

Back then, even without money, even without being strong, they were truly happy…  

But now…  

She opened her palm.  

Calluses, hardened from countless blisters bursting, and slightly bent fingers came into view.  

Ji-soo had undeniably grown stronger.  

Unlike the days when she would smile just from reaching B-rank, she could now crush anyone in the ranker debut match.  

And yet…  

Why wasn’t she happy?  

She lifted her head and looked around.  

None of her old party members were anywhere in sight.  

In this cocktail bar—  

Among all these people—  

The comrades who had shared her pain and laughter were nowhere to be found.  

Realizing that,  

A sharp, unbearable ache spread through her chest.  

Ji-soo clutched her chest and bowed her head.  

"They said it would take the shape of my desire… So this is what they meant."  

As she muttered to herself,  

A dark shadow loomed over her.  

"Ahaha… Sorry for making you wait so long."  

A familiar voice.  

A voice she thought she would never hear again struck her ears.  

Ji-soo’s head shot up in an instant.  

And at that moment—  

She found herself face to face with Do-hyun, dressed as a bartender.  

"Do-hyun…?"  

"Yes, I suppose that name fits me right now."  

The bartender spoke as he wiped a glass with a dry cloth.  

"Kwon Do-hyun, 28 years old. An F-rank hunter, your comrade, and… the person you loved?"  

A strange tone.  

Hearing that tone, Ji-soo immediately realized—  

This was not the real Do-hyun.  

Perhaps because of that,  

She swallowed the emotions welling up in her reddened eyes and instantly put on a serious expression.  

"You’re the angel, aren’t you?" 

"Everyone calls me that. But since I was only born recently, that word feels a bit overwhelming."  

Born recently…?  

"When I first gained consciousness, I was left alone in this space."  

As if reading Ji-soo’s mind, the angel shrugged.  

Then, as if he was about to reveal everything, he snapped his long fingers.  

At that moment, Moment Bar completely vanished.  

And in its place, an endless white void spread out.  

Do-hyun now stood alone in the middle of the white space—  

With nothing but a single pond left behind.  

It was identical to the pond where she had received the holy water on the floating island, at the monastery.  

No one else was there.  

Not a single sound could be heard.  

Only an empty world of white, with one lone pond.  

Had this angel truly been left alone in such a bizarre place?  

"Don’t look at me with such pity. I’m quite happy, you know."  

Do-hyun snapped his fingers again.  

In an instant, the scene of Moment Bar reappeared—  

As if nothing had ever happened.  

"I enjoy reading the memories of those who visit here. It makes for good entertainment."  

"In the past, my so-called master had to touch me for that to happen…."  

"But after that bastard lost his power, I became free."  

He leisurely examined a glass he had just cleaned.  

Yet, his own reflection did not appear in it.  

"I’ve rambled on too long. Strangely enough, unlike the other wanderers, I felt an odd sense of familiarity with you."  

Do-hyun smiled.  

Just like he had in the past, when they raided together.  

Still young, still pure.  

"If you’ve come this far, it must be to receive the power of the gods, right?"  

He clasped his hands together and asked Ji-soo.  

But she didn’t answer so easily.  

"Your hair may turn white, but that’s a small price to pay. In return, your deepest desire will be fulfilled."  

Do-hyun stretched out his palm and pointed toward the liquor shelves.  

Then he spoke.  

"Now, tell me. Your wish, your desire…."  

Ji-soo followed his hand and blankly stared at the bottles of alcohol.  

"You want to go back, don’t you? Back to the days when we hunted wyverns together."  

The bartender spread his arms wide, gesturing toward the hunters laughing and drinking together.  

"I’ll send you back—to the time when Do-hyun was there! When Hyun-soo oppa was there! When Gyu-seon was there! That time you miss so desperately!"  

The angel’s voice echoed inside Ji-soo’s head.  

Maybe because of that echo—  

Her head began to spin, as if she were drunk.  

Barely managing to hold onto her consciousness, she forced herself to reconsider her desire.  

My desire…?  

At first, all she had wanted was to save Si-ho.  

Because Si-ho had pulled her out of that cold test tube.  

But…  

When she realized that Si-ho was actually Do-hyun, what happened then?  

At first, she had hesitated.  

The one she loved had turned into a girl.  

Adjusting to such a drastic change was not easy.  

Love and confusion had tangled together, making it painful.  

If she had the chance—  

If she could turn back time and return to the past…  

Of course, she would want to go back to those happy days with Do-hyun.  

Back when they were all together….  

But then, what would happen to Si-ho?  

Even after turning into Si-ho, Do-hyun still loved her.  

Even when his body was destroyed, even when he was in pain, he never forgot her.  

He had sacrificed himself instead, becoming a beast, losing his memories.  

When she realized that—she felt ashamed.  

Even in his most confused state, he had never stopped loving her…  

"What am I even…."  

She looked down at her calloused hands.  

Then, she turned to the hunters around her, laughing and chatting.  

And finally—  

She made her choice.  

"I’ve decided."  

Ji-soo’s resolute declaration.  

At those words, the bartender placed an empty glass on the table.  

And with a solemn heart, he waited for her answer.  

"I miss those happy times. I used to pray every night to go back."  

"But I’ve come to understand something. The past can never be undone."  

"What matters to me now is repaying the person who shared those memories with me."  

Her once-clouded golden eyes—  

Began to burn red, as if filled with new life.  

"So, bring back Si-ho."  

A short yet firm wish.  

At those words, the angel’s face went blank.  

The once-calm, all-knowing red eyes—  

Were now swirling with confusion.  

"You foolish…."  

The bartender angel’s height began to shrink.  

His voice, too, started to change.
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    Do-hyun's height began to shrink.  

Before long, he completely melted down to the size of a little girl.  

Short white hair.  

A prominent tear mole.  

Soon, he had transformed into the exact appearance of Si-ho.  

“Why….”  

A delicate, youthful voice.  

The girl looked up at Ji-soo with an expression of incomprehension.  

“They're offering to send you to a good time, so why are you refusing?”  

She huffed as she approached Ji-soo.  

The small bartender poked Ji-soo's chest with a finger and asked,  

“The one you liked was Do-hyun!”  

Ji-soo did not respond to her words.  

She simply stared at the angel, who was mimicking Si-ho.  

“That’s right. But if I irresponsibly return to the past….”  

She soon gently wrapped her fingers around the angel’s.  

Then, with sorrowful eyes, she spoke.  

“What about Do-hyun, who ended up like this because of me…?”  

Ji-soo’s eyes reddened.  

Even in the face of death, even in unbearable pain, she had never cried.  

But as she thought of Si-ho, trapped in suffering alone, tears began to form.  

A hot droplet trickled down her cheek.  

And before long, that droplet slid onto Si-ho’s finger, which was touching Ji-soo’s body.  

“You’re staying here for such a trivial reason?”  

The angel’s red eyes wavered slightly.  

“Yes, my wish is to bring Si-ho back.”  

Ji-soo let the sword at her waist slip from her grip.  

A grand metallic clang echoed through the white space.  

Then, she clasped both of the angel’s hands.  

“And this time, I’ll be the one to make her happy.”  

At that, the angel lowered her head.  

She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand and muttered,  

“Damn it… Why am I acting like this too….”  

She roughly shook off Ji-soo’s hands.  

Then, she turned back toward the pond that had held the holy water.  

“Fine, I’ll grant it.”  

The angel stepped into the water.  

Then, she slowly began to sink deeper.  

“If it’s you… No, if it’s you and those women….”  

She bent her knees.  

She submerged both hands into the pond as well.  

“---!”  

Before long, pale bare feet emerged from the surface.  

From thighs to chest and black hair.  

The angel lifted Si-ho’s peacefully sleeping body from the pond.  

“Si-ho!”  

Ji-soo hurriedly approached the pond.  

At that, the angel, holding Si-ho in her arms, slowly walked toward her.  

“She can’t wake up yet. She put herself to sleep.”  

“She put herself to sleep?”  

“Yes. When Park Shin-ae tried to take me, she lost consciousness on her own to stop it.”  

Ji-soo furrowed her brows.  

Tried to take her? What did that mean?  

As if answering her question,  

The angel lifted her head and met Ji-soo’s gaze.  

“I am the last piece of Si-ho’s Angelic Hand. I can only take human form in this space.”  

She handed Si-ho over to Ji-soo.  

“That woman tried to kill Si-ho to forcibly take me. So, in exchange for strengthening her subordinates, I’ve been protecting Si-ho’s body like this.”  

Ji-soo stared at the angel.  

Then, the angel placed a hand on her chest and spoke confidently.  

“I had no choice. If I didn’t do this, she would’ve killed Si-ho and forcibly absorbed the power.”  

“Even though the other pieces are giving Park Shin-ae their strength… I know. There’s no one who can use this power as rightly as this child.”  

Ji-soo nodded quietly.  

Thankfully, the angel was on Si-ho’s side.  

“I understand. Then how do we wake Si-ho up?”  

At that question, the angel smiled softly.  

“I have to disappear.”  

Soon, her body began to glow.  

The angel became radiant, and before long, only a white silhouette remained.  

“I’ll trust you.”  

Then, she began to be absorbed into Si-ho’s body.  

“Please… make Si-ho happy.”  

Soon, the light was completely absorbed into Si-ho’s body.  

“….”  

But she did not open her eyes right away.  

She only breathed quietly, like a sleeping child.  

Ji-soo didn’t force her awake.  

Instead, she held her close and sat on the edge of the pond.  

Then, she laid Si-ho across her lap, waiting for her to wake up.  

She gazed down at Si-ho’s body.  

Spotless, pristine skin, a well-balanced figure.  

Yet, without a single unnecessary ounce of flesh, an ideal beauty.  

Ji-soo stared blankly at her for a moment, then blinked.  

She tried to avert her gaze.  

But this was a white space.  

No matter where she looked, there was only empty whiteness.  

In the end, she looked back down at Si-ho, who was breathing softly.  

The warmth spreading from their touching thighs made her whole body feel hot.  

Maybe it was because of that feeling—Ji-soo took off her jacket.  

Then, she carefully covered Si-ho’s body with it.  

“When will you wake up….”  

Her wet hair, from being submerged in the water, clung to her cheeks.  

Ji-soo gently tucked the strands behind Si-ho’s ear.  

And then, she noticed the mole on Si-ho’s neck.  

She brushed it with her fingertip.  

And thought to herself—  

Had she ever found a woman lovely before?  

Soon, Ji-soo realized the answer to her own question.  

It wasn’t because Si-ho was a woman that she liked her.  

She simply liked Si-ho—the existence of Si-ho itself.  

The moment she reached that conclusion, Ji-soo’s chest began to burn.  

She placed a hand over her heart and took a deep breath.  

Then, slowly, she leaned down toward Si-ho’s face.  

Her hair cascaded down.  

She was careful not to let it wake Si-ho.  

Gently, she tucked her hair behind her ear.  

Then, she slowly pressed her lips to Si-ho’s cheek.  

Soft warmth.  

The realization that she had just kissed a girl made Ji-soo’s heart tremble with sinful pleasure.  

But soon, the realization that it wasn’t just any girl, but Si-ho, erased any sense of guilt.  

At that moment.  

Si-ho’s tightly shut eyelids fluttered open.  

And soon, her dark pupils were revealed.  

With hazy, half-lidded eyes, Si-ho looked up at her first love.  

“…Noona?”  

The one who had just kissed her cheek.  

The dreamlike reality that greeted her the moment she opened her eyes made her face flush red.  

“Si, Si-ho….”  

Ji-soo was the same.  

The moment Si-ho caught her secretly stealing a kiss, her face froze.  

“T-this was, uh… just a friendship kiss or something.”  

Ji-soo blurted out without thinking.  

But she soon realized.  

The words she had just spoken—  

They were the exact same ones Si-ho had said to her back in International Village.  

“…Really? It’s just friendship?”  

Si-ho gazed up at her, sadness in her eyes.  

That single sentence pierced through Ji-soo’s heart.  

She found herself at a loss for words, merely staring down at Si-ho.  

Close enough that their breaths mingled.  

The sorrowful look on the younger girl’s face left Ji-soo flustered.  

Then, Si-ho lifted her face with a sultry smile.  

“…Do it again.”  

She whispered sweetly to Ji-soo.  

“So I can feel it.”  

Si-ho brought her red lips closer to Ji-soo’s.  

And patiently awaited her sister’s permission.  

Ji-soo’s golden eyes trembled.  

She felt her body burning hotter than ever before.  

As if a searing flame had filled her insides.  

It was nothing compared to fighting against rankers.  

Soon, she tightly shut her eyes.  

And surrendered herself to the heat rising within.  

“I’m sorry. And….”  

Their lips met.  

Breath mingled as they indulged in each other’s sweet warmth.  

Ji-soo’s scorching heat transferred into Si-ho’s mouth.  

And in turn, Si-ho’s body also began to flush.  

A thin white string stretched between their parted lips.  

Ji-soo covered her mouth with the back of her hand and whispered.  

“…I like you.”  

Her eyes reddened with emotion.  

She pulled Si-ho tightly into her embrace.  

“…Me too.”  

Si-ho also entrusted herself entirely to Ji-soo and sniffled softly.  

“￣￣￣.”  

Perhaps it was because of that.  

The white space around them began to waver.  

The air trembled, and cracks spread throughout.  

“…What’s happening?”  

Ji-soo hastily held Si-ho close.  

“This was a space created by Park Shin-ae. Now that I’m awake, it’s collapsing.”  

Fragments of the fractured space crumbled away.  

And soon, the unsettling sight of a pitch-black void began to appear.  

“￣￣￣!”  

The two quickly scrambled to their feet.  

“What do we do now?”  

They had entered through the holy water.  

But they had no idea how to get out.  

Then, Si-ho looked up at Ji-soo with a determined expression.  

“I’ll try to make an exit.”  

She fixed her gaze on the empty space ahead.  

Then, she raised her index finger and traced a rectangle in the air.  

Before long, a square-shaped door appeared.  

Ji-soo stared at Si-ho in awe.  

“I just… had a feeling it would work if I did this.”  

Si-ho clutched the jacket Ji-soo had given her tightly, smiling awkwardly.  

She staggered toward the door.  

But perhaps because she had been submerged in water for so long—  

Her entire body trembled as if it were cramping.  

Ji-soo quickly moved toward her.  

And without hesitation, she lifted Si-ho into her arms like a princess.  

“Ah….”  

A small gasp.  

Si-ho hid her face in her hands, flustered.  

“Sorry, but we don’t have time, so excuse me!”  

The white space continued to collapse.  

Ji-soo, holding Si-ho tightly, sprinted toward the door.  

The ground cracked apart like ice beneath her feet.  

Darkness loomed, threatening to swallow them whole.  

Si-ho, shaken by the terrifying sound, gripped Ji-soo even tighter and shut her eyes.  

They finally reached the door.  

Ji-soo grabbed the handle with one hand and yanked it open.  

A blinding light, strong enough to make it impossible to keep their eyes open, burst from within.  

Without hesitation, the two hurled themselves inside.  

At the very moment Ji-soo’s foot left the last remaining fragment of the white space—  

It shattered completely, leaving only an abyss of darkness behind.  

「￣￣￣￣￣￣.」  

“…She’s twitching?”  

“No way, really?”  

Familiar voices echoed in her ears.  

“Ji-soo, wake up!”  

…Who was that?  

“Ah….”  

Anna, master. Executor, senior.  

Panting heavily, Ji-soo forced herself upright.  

Before she could even gather her thoughts, she frantically scanned her surroundings.  

“You’re awake? Did you see the angel?”  

Ji-soo, her vision still hazy, met the gazes of the two rankers.  

But she didn’t answer them.  

She simply shot up and looked around in a panic.  

“…Si, Si-ho…?”  

At that question, Anna and Executor simultaneously furrowed their brows.  

“Si-ho? We didn’t find her. Didn’t you?”  

Executor replied with a bitter expression.  

Ji-soo’s head whipped around, searching the area surrounding the cathedral.  

She had saved her.  

They had gone through the door together.  

Where was she?  

Her gaze soon landed on the pond, filled to the brim with holy water.  

A single withered tree stood in its center—  

The exact same design as the one she had seen in the white space.  

Ji-soo rushed into the water.  

She splashed frantically, sweeping her hands across the pond floor.  

“She was here, I swear…!”  

Anna and Executor could only stare blankly as Ji-soo thrashed like a madwoman.  

Her white shirt was soaked through.  

But she didn’t stop.  

She continued searching the bottom of the pond—  

Until she finally reached the tree standing in the center.  

Only then did she freeze.  

Her gaze drifted upward to the water’s surface.  

A shadow loomed over it.  

“…Guys.”  

A familiar voice.  

At that, Ji-soo slowly lifted her head.  

And then.  

She finally met the face she had been searching for.  

Si-ho, peeking out from behind the tree.  

Hiding her body, she fidgeted shyly and murmured,  

“…Sorry, but could I get some clothes first?”  

At last, a relieved smile spread across Ji-soo’s face.  

Anna and Executor were the same.

Both of them rushed toward the pond with eyes brimming with emotion, like overjoyed puppies.
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    “Why did you do that…!”  

Executor ran toward me without hesitation.  

And she hugged me so tightly that my waist nearly broke.  

“It hurts… Executor….”  

Maybe because she was much taller than me.  

She buried her face in my shoulder.  

“If you leave me too…. Then… then what am I supposed to do….”  

She had never even had reddened eyes before.  

Even when fighting someone to the death.  

Even when killing someone and turning them into a pile of corpses, she had remained expressionless.  

But because I had disappeared, she burst into tears.  

“I’m sorry….”  

I whispered as I rested my face against her chest.  

Then, Executor suddenly pushed me away and pressed her face close to mine, sobbing.  

“Why did you follow her! Do you even know what could have happened?”  

Sharp eyes.  

Red pupils like a snake.  

Now softened like a girl’s and glistening like jewels.  

I never knew Executor could look like this.  

It made me feel happy, yet guilty at the same time.  

There were so many people who loved me this much.  

I always thought I was alone….  

But it wasn’t just her.  

Soon, Anna, who had been standing beside us.  

She slowly reached out as if she couldn’t believe I was in front of her.  

Then she pinched my cheek lightly, feeling its texture.  

“Idiot.”  

When she spoke so firmly, I thought Anna was no different from before.  

But the fingers pinching my cheek.  

Those fingers were trembling slightly.  

I followed those fingers and looked up at her.  

And….  

Before I knew it, I met her clouded eyes, slightly wet with tears.  

“Why do you always make us worry….”  

Anna, like Executor, hugged me tightly.  

Two women wrapped around my small body.  

I fully savored their warm touch for the first time in a long while.  

Then, as I blinked my eyes open.  

I suddenly saw Ji-soo noona’s face.  

While the three of us embraced, she had been silently watching.  

I gestured toward her.  

“Noona, come too.”  

A sorrowful smile. 

With that smile, Ji-soo also approached.  

"Let's never be separated again."  

And so, the four of us embraced for a long time.  

It was only much later that we finally let go.  

"We have to leave now."  

After stepping out of the pond.  

Wearing the coat that Executor had given me, I prepared to leave the cathedral.  

"Park Shin-ae will be here soon. We have to get off this island before then."  

Anna hurried toward the cathedral doors.  

The massive and ancient stone doors.  

She pushed them open with all her strength.  

At that moment.  

Perhaps because of the high altitude.  

The intense sunlight poured into the cathedral.  

Making it impossible to see what lay beyond.  

We hurriedly leaped into that blinding light.  

And finally, we came face-to-face with the sky island’s landscape.  

The sight froze our expressions in place.  

Because in front of the cathedral, a massive crowd of white-haired residents had gathered.  

Their crimson eyes filled the space below the cathedral, as if awaiting the election of a pope.  

They were staring up at us.  

"What the hell is this…."  

I knew who they were.  

They were all people who had been granted authority by the Angelic Hand inside my body.  

The three rankers looked down at them in bewilderment.  

All white-haired with red eyes—it was an undeniably eerie sight.  

And the expressions staring up at us.  

Were completely devoid of life, as if they were mere husks.  

"Did Park Shin-ae gather them?"  

Anna instinctively surveyed her surroundings.  

A building opposite the cathedral.  

Angels landing atop the small church roof.  

At that sight, I instinctively recoiled.  

Among them, a woman with hair long and white as a goddess.  

Park Shin-ae was there too.  

"Are those bastards…?"  

As expected, Executor was the first to react.  

Since the one she served had suffered a grievous wound, it was only natural for her to be enraged.  

The youthful face she had shown me earlier was long gone.  

She glared at them so fiercely that the skin under her eyes trembled.  

Anna was the same.  

Seeing the assemblywoman who had broken me, her expression turned blank, as if her madness had resurfaced.  

"Miss Si-ho, you’ve finally woken up?"  

Unlike us, who were brimming with emotion, they remained perfectly composed.  

Perched leisurely on the rooftop, merely watching us.  

"I was so worried when you fell asleep the moment you arrived on my land!"  

I gave no response to her welcoming words.  

Because I already knew.  

The deal she had made while I was asleep, using my abilities.  

"You're awake now to hand over your last power to me, aren't you?"  

In the past, she would have had Misha make me stupid and taken it right away.  

But now, things were different.  

"No, actually, I’m here to take my power back."  

When I declared it with confidence, Park Shin-ae smiled sweetly.  

"That won't be possible."  

She glanced at the six angels under her command and replied.  

"The Angelic Hand already follows me more than it does you."  

Then, she slowly rose from the rooftop.  

"Rather than foolish bartending, it decided that opening a new era together would be far more beneficial for everyone."  

And pointing toward the army under her command, she continued.  

"So, for the sake of that grand endeavor…."  

"Your damned lovers all need to die."  

With that, Shin-ae dramatically spread her arms.  

And in unison, the angels beside her unfurled their wings.  

"Don't worry too much. After I completely absorb your power, what's left of your shell will be…" 

As they reached out, lances materialized all at once.  

The angels brandished those lances and charged at us.  

"I'll cherish you as my slave."  

In terms of numbers and atmosphere.  

Park Shin-ae’s side seemed overwhelmingly favorable.  

But that was my mistake.  

The three hunters standing beside me.  

Each one was an existence powerful enough to shake the entire country.  

"I’ll buy us some time."  

"Just hold on a little longer. A chance to kill them all will come soon."  

Anna and Executor exchanged grim expressions.  

Hearing their conversation, I regretted ever feeling even a moment of fear.  

That’s right, the two people beside me were—  

Anna and Executor.  

I stood in a daze, watching the two of them face the blinding light.  

Anna was the first to move.  

She dashed straight toward two angels without hesitation.  

As she threw herself forward, she pulled out two daggers from inside her jacket.  

Compared to the angels’ massive lances, they were pitifully small and fragile weapons.  

But since Anna was wielding them, I wasn’t worried at all.  

"￣￣￣!"  

No one had ever beaten Anna in a two-on-one fight.  

She easily ducked under a massive lance.  

Then, she leaped onto another lance and spun through the air.  

She landed behind the angel.  

At that moment.  

Black blood burst from the necks of both angels.  

With a single move, she had slain two.  

Ji-soo noona and I both instinctively gaped in astonishment.  

No matter how strong Anna was.  

We never expected her to take down two of the six who had defeated the Vice Chairman.  

Her empty, white pupils.  

The moment I saw those eyes.  

I realized that everything she had shown before was mere play.  

Was this Anna’s true power…?  

"As expected of the first successful experiment. The best I’ve seen among all subjects."  

Even Park Shin-ae looked at Anna in awe.  

But that was the extent of her surprise.  

She still had hundreds of island residents, strengthened by divine power.  

Meanwhile, Executor grabbed my shoulder.  

Her crimson eyes were sharper than ever.  

"We need to move while Anna buys us time."  

"Wh-where to…?"  

"I know an escape route. As long as we get there, everything will be fine."  

Executor pressed her hands together.  

Then, from the ground, she summoned one of her dummies.  

"￣￣￣."  

The grotesque flesh puppet smashed through the cathedral’s sturdy walls.  

Opening up a vast, open grassland.  

We immediately ran toward it.  

Anna, who had been fighting the angels.  

She, too, swiftly followed us.  

If only the four of us could have escaped like in a movie.  

But the island residents obey Park Shin-ae’s orders.  

And the winged angels.  

They chased us down, their crimson eyes burning with madness.  

They no longer looked like noble angels.  

Their identical strides and synchronized movements.  

It felt like we were being pursued by a legion of dolls.  

So this was the price of salvation.  

Murderers who thought they had transcended humanity by killing five people.  

Yet in the end, they had become nothing but hollow shells, following Park Shin-ae’s every command.  

But I wasn’t weak enough to be caught by them.  

Thanks to Misha’s modifications, I was even faster now.  

With fox-like agility, I kept up with the three rankers.  

As we sprinted toward the grasslands without hesitation. 

The crumbling stone gate gradually came into view in the distance.  

At that moment, Executor suddenly stopped walking.  

"Why… what’s wrong?"  

I asked, panting heavily.  

Executor slowly turned her head and said to me.  

"This should be far enough."  

Far enough for what?  

I furrowed my brows, but instead of answering, Executor took out her phone.  

Casually, she began dialing a number.  

I turned back anxiously.  

By now, the footsteps of the sky island’s residents were close enough to be heard.  

Yet Executor no longer ran.  

Instead, she stood still, waiting calmly for the call to connect.  

"E-Executor?"  

I asked nervously, but she only looked down at me with a serene smile.  

"Why? Are you worried all of a sudden?"  

Of course, I was.  

We were so close to the escape route, yet she had stopped running. How could I not be worried?  

"Don’t worry. We didn’t come just to save you."  

Not just to save me?  

Then what else was their goal?  

I looked between Anna and noona.  

Like Executor, they both smiled.  

"We also came to end this godforsaken fight."  

As if they had something up their sleeve.  

"…?"  

Because of that, Park Shin-ae and the angels suddenly halted their pursuit.  

They hesitated, maintaining some distance.  

As the ground they had believed to be firm began to tremble, Shin-ae scowled in irritation.  

Then, her scowl quickly turned into an expression of awe.  

"Th-That… What is that?"  

The sky island she had hidden away in the heavens.  

Something massive had arrived at the edge of the cliff.  

A colossal hand gripped the precipice.  

Then, as it pushed against the ground, a face emerged.  

"A flesh giant…!"  

It was undoubtedly an ally summoned by Executor.  

Yet even so, my heart pounded with fear.  

Because Executor’s entire body tensed as if she had staked everything on this battle.  

She pressed her hands against the ground of the sky island, pouring all her strength into controlling the giant.  

"Unbelievable…! How can a single ability wield such power?"  

Shin-ae and her army gasped in admiration.  

And then—  

A colossal shadow loomed over them.  

And that shadow—  

"!!!"  

Came crashing down.  

With a single strike of its palm, it crushed her and her legion beneath it.  

Wiping them from existence.  

Like insects trampled beneath the feet of a true god. 
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    “Am I dead…?”  

A giant hand the size of a school playground.  

Black blood dripped down from between its fingers.  

Anyone could see that everyone had been crushed to death.  

I was more surprised by the fact that Park Shin-ae had died so easily rather than Executor’s astonishing abilities.  

“Haa… haa.”  

Executor’s ragged breathing.  

I turned my head to look at her.  

She had exerted so much force that the veins on her temples were bulging.  

As she withdrew her hand, the flesh giant that had appeared on the floating island began to waver.  

“It hurts like hell using it after so long….”  

She was human after all.  

As Executor collapsed, the giant that had been leaning on the floating island also began to disintegrate.  

The form of the giant vanished into the thick clouds.  

Only its arm remained, pressing down on Park Shin-ae and her followers.  

We simply stared at the scene.  

The sight of black blood soaking into the green meadow….  

But the scene did not last long.  

The massive palm of the giant soon started to twitch.  

At the sight, I swallowed hard.  

Eventually, the mass of flesh slowly lifted.  

Beneath it were angels with blood streaming down their faces.  

They barely supported the palm, protecting Park Shin-ae.  

However, unlike them, the goddess's face was filled with composure.  

As if she had known she would not die.  

Park Shin-ae slowly walked out from under the palm.  

Then she quietly gazed at the remaining angels who had shielded her.  

Soon, she extended her right arm.  

Unbelievable events unfolded.  

As intense radiance emanated from Park Shin-ae’s hand, the angels’ bodies began to ripple.  

They wobbled like jelly before collapsing onto the ground.  

Then, the white light remaining in their bodies.  

That light was reabsorbed back into Park Shin-ae.  

Was she using Angelic Hand in multiple pieces?  

Even though it was my ability, I never imagined it had such a function.  

“I really almost died.”  

She turned to us and smiled.  

“I never want to experience death again.”  

Park Shin-ae rubbed both of her arms.  

At the sight, Executor furrowed her brows.  

“You’re like a damn insect.”  

“What did you say?”  

She, who had always considered herself a goddess, tilted her head at Executor’s words.  

“Isn’t it true? The moment they get caught by humans, cockroaches lay eggs first and do whatever it takes to survive.”  

At those words, Shin-ae’s lips twitched slightly.  

However, Executor’s ridicule did not end there.  

“Insects naturally eat their own kind to survive. Just like you.”  

“I see… You certainly speak as crudely as a mere thug.”  

Shin-ae tried to maintain her composure, forcing a smile.  

Then, she raised her right arm and aimed it at Executor.  

“If anything, your ability seems to be a one-time use.”  

A white light flickered from her outstretched palm.  

Soon, a single sphere of concentrated light.  

"I’ll show you firsthand who’s the insect and who’s the god."  

The sphere surged toward Executor at a lethal speed.  

“E-Executor, it’s dangerous!”  

Was it because of the light-speed velocity?  

Before my voice could even reach her, the sphere was already right in front of her face.  

However….  

Park Shin-ae wasn’t the only one with a plan.  

Anna, moving faster than the sphere, blocked Executor’s path.  

She raised her dagger and deflected Shin-ae’s sphere.  

Then, with murky eyes, she immediately lunged at Shin-ae to kill her.  

Yet, the Assemblywoman did not dodge.  

She blocked the flying ranker’s dagger with just one arm.  

A body as resilient as 06 and 12.  

She deflected Anna’s dagger, stretched out her palm again, and fired another sphere.  

Anna twisted her flexible body and dodged the orb with ease.  

“Even if you have power, it’s useless if you don’t know how to wield it properly.”  

The white-haired ranker grabbed Shin-ae’s wrist expressionlessly.  

And with a deliberate show, she lightly twisted it.  

Since the body was tough, joint locks were the way to subdue her.  

For someone like the Hunter Killer, humans who relied solely on their abilities were as easy to catch as insects.  

“Kh…!”  

For the first time in her life, a groan escaped from the Assemblywoman.  

She staggered backward.  

But even behind her was not safe.  

“Where do you think you’re retreating to?”  

Ji-soo’s flame-infused longsword.  

The heavy blade slashed across Park Shin-ae’s back.  

Though her body reinforcement prevented a clean cut, the pain made her stumble.  

Two swords simultaneously targeted Park Shin-ae’s neck and torso.  

In response, she instinctively raised her arms to shield herself, her face filled with panic.  

Then, two powerful blades struck.  

Even her sturdy arms were left with shallow cuts.  

“A… a wound?”  

She had clearly used her ability to protect her body.  

She was bewildered by the pain and wounds pouring onto her.  

As she scanned her surroundings to find the cause,  

She locked eyes with me, both of my hands pressed against the ground.  

“Y-you….”  

The island I had created with my ability.  

And the body strengthened by my ability.  

Negating that was also my ability.  

The light flowing from my palms had buffed Ji-soo noona and Anna’s swords.  

Unaware of that, Park Shin-ae was flustered by the unexpected variable.  

The face that once pretended to be a benevolent goddess twisted into that of a monstrous beast.  

I spoke to her calmly.  

“I don’t know how to use my ability to 100 percent like you do.”  

A brilliant light flared from my palm.  

“But I don’t use it for the wrong things like you do.”  

At that moment, the glow from Anna and Ji-soo’s swords became even more radiant.  

As if terrified of the light, Park Shin-ae stumbled backward.  

Panting heavily, she frantically scanned her surroundings.  

But there was no longer a loyal servant to help the goddess.  

Because she had absorbed and killed them all herself.  

It was only then that Park Shin-ae realized.  

What truly mattered wasn’t possessing Angelic Hand.  

What truly mattered was what she had achieved with that power.

Si-ho may have used that ability for bartending.  

However, thanks to it, she gained such precious people.  

“This ends here.”  

Anna’s sword surged toward Park Shin-ae.  

The goddess’s face no longer held the same composure as before.  

She now truly understood that she could die.  

She stumbled backward in a panic before finally falling.  

Then, she blankly gazed up at the shadows of the two rankers looming over her.  

“Haha… This is ridiculous… I clearly have far more Angelic Hand in my body….”  

She deliberately displayed her ability by healing her arm instantly.  

But that was all.  

Park Shin-ae was nothing more than another woman who possessed Angelic Hand, just like Si-ho.  

The ones standing before her were ranker hunters who had once struck fear across the nation.  

Soon, Anna’s dagger blocked out the sun.  

And it plunged straight toward the Assemblywoman’s neck.  

“￣￣￣.”  

The gruesome sound of a throat being sliced.  

With that sound, Park Shin-ae could no longer put up any resistance.  

She could only clutch at her split throat, choking out ragged gasps.  

Black blood sprayed into the air.  

Anna wiped the splattered blood off her face with the back of her hand.  

As if wiping away filth.  

“No… I can’t let it end like this….”  

Park Shin-ae, collapsed on the ground.  

She began crawling away like an insect.  

The three rankers and I silently looked down at her.  

Anna walked toward her to finish the job.  

But…  

She abruptly halted her steps.  

Something was wrong with Park Shin-ae’s body.  

Her slender, elegant frame began twisting grotesquely.  

Something bulged beneath the white dress clinging to her body.  

“What, is she about to self-destruct or something?”  

Executor frowned as she asked.  

However, soon, all of us—including her—  

Realized that Park Shin-ae’s bizarre behavior was not an act of self-destruction.  

Her skin was rupturing, revealing an eerie, unfamiliar layer of flesh and hide.  

Was it because of the ability that had once belonged to me?  

She had wished to become something that could defeat us, and the most powerful beast in my memories—  

She had transformed into a wyvern.  

Massive wings.  

Impenetrable hide.  

Even larger than the Blue Wyvern my comrades and I had once slain.  

It resembled a 3rd-grade monster, an Elder Wyvern.  

Its vast wings cast a shadow over the sun.  

As they flapped, every blade of grass in the meadow trembled precariously.  

“￣￣￣!”  

Its wings flapped even faster.  

The beast lifted into the air, seemingly intent on escaping into the sky.  

I turned to the three rankers, my face filled with alarm.  

The eyes that met mine silently asked a question.  

‘What do we do?’  

I held my pounding chest for a moment.  

Then, after collecting my thoughts,  

I declared boldly.  

“We have to catch her. If we let her escape, she’ll plot something like this again.”  

At my words, Anna calmly nodded.  

Executor, still catching her breath, rose to her feet.  

And to finish it, even Ji-soo noona raised her sword.  

The four of us moved in unison, as if we had been a party from the very beginning.  

Like a party leader, I called out to Executor first.  

“Executor, I’m counting on you!”  

She focused all her energy at my command.  

Then, the giant palm lying on the ground began to twitch once more.

“Ji-soo, you go up first!”  

At Executor’s call, Ji-soo rushed toward the palm.  

The moment her foot touched the flesh,  

The mass of meat launched Ji-soo into the air with tremendous force.  

As if they had practiced it countless times.  

A longsword engulfed in flames.  

She drew her sword and spun midair.  

Her dazzling sword strike pierced the wyvern’s thick body.  

“￣￣￣￣!”  

The earth trembled at the beast’s deafening scream.  

It swung its massive tail to shake Ji-soo off.  

Even as a ranker, taking a direct hit from that would be fatal.  

But.  

Anna, who had leaped alongside her.  

She shielded Ji-soo, taking the full impact with her own body.  

“Kh….”  

Debris from the floating island rained down.  

Along with it, the two rankers plummeted to the ground.  

I hurriedly ran toward them.  

And just as I reached out to heal them,  

A strange sense of déjà vu struck me.  

Back then, I had healed my party members too.  

And they had dismissed me for my pitiful healing output.  

“Noona, Anna…! Are you okay?”  

Anna’s back was bruised black and blue.  

Ji-soo coughed up blood from internal injuries caused by the impact.  

I poured all my energy into Angelic Hand to heal them.  

Thanks to it, their wounds rapidly began to mend.  

“Don’t overdo it. You don’t have to go this far for me….”  

I spoke with concern.  

Because seeing them push themselves so hard for my sake filled me with guilt.  

But….  

“You idiot.”  

Ji-soo spoke to me just like she had in the past.  

“Did you forget again?”  

Ji-soo staggered to her feet.  

Then, together with Anna, she raised her sword.  

“This is all of our fight.”  

Anna, who had once been hunted by the Association and left grievously wounded.  

“So just watch quietly.”  

Ji-soo, who had once been trapped inside a laboratory.  

“Watch what we, the ones you saved, can accomplish.”  

They spoke to the one who had saved them.  

With sorrowful smiles.  

Ji-soo gripped her sword tightly with both hands.  

Flames erupted, wrapping around her entire body.  

The two of them used the falling debris as stepping stones, leaping high into the air.  

But there weren’t enough pieces to climb all the way to the wyvern.  

So Anna grabbed noona by the nape of her neck.  

And with all her strength, she hurled her toward the fleeing wyvern.  

With that momentum, Ji-soo reached right in front of Park Shin-ae, now a wyvern.  

And she raised her sword against the startled beast.  

Then, with all her might, she swung, splitting through the sky.  

“￣￣￣￣￣!”  

Noona’s flames tore through the massive beast.  

A brilliant light poured through the widening gap.
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    「Breaking news. The last remnants of wanted fugitive Park Shin-ae have all been arrested.」  

「The Association, in cooperation with the Ilshim Group, has declared the conclusion of a large-scale investigation after two months.」  

A warm midday.  

While walking down the street, I suddenly took out my earphones.  

All of YouTube had been filled with nothing but talk about Park Shin-ae all day.  

"This outfit is a bit uncomfortable…."  

Neatly cut short bob hair.  

As always, I was in my bartender uniform.  

However, the stockings that clung tightly to my legs and the skirt that stuck to my thighs—  

They were nothing short of uncomfortable.  

To think that others wore this every single day!  

I stopped walking.  

And I blankly looked up at a certain store in front of me.  

「Bar Moment.」  

Maybe it was because they had recently changed the sign.  

Even though it was a place I was undoubtedly familiar with, it somehow felt strangely unfamiliar.  

However, that feeling disappeared the moment I opened the door.  

What unfolded before me was the same hallway as always.  

And the faint sound of old speaker music.  

Everything was just as it had been.  

Even so, there was clearly something different.  

The doorbell that jingled when I opened the door.  

And the fact that a staff member I had never seen before kindly approached upon hearing that sound.  

"Welcome."

Long, flowing brown hair.  

And subtle golden eyes.  

"You’re our first customer today."  

A beauty dressed in fitted slacks and a white shirt greeted me.  

I chuckled at the sight of her.  

"Of course. The place hasn’t even opened yet."  

Ji-soo smiled bashfully and patted my head.  

"Hey. What kind of employee dares to pat a customer’s head?"  

I glared at her.  

But the employee simply grinned shamelessly and placed a hand on my waist.  

"My apologies, dear customer. Please, come inside—."  

Putting her hand on my waist, seriously?  

What kind of training did the boss even give these employees?  

I wanted to complain right away, but my stomach was empty, so I decided to follow along.  

Besides, the warmth of her touch against my body—  

I didn’t exactly hate it.  

As I stepped into the bar, I heard the clinking sounds coming from the counter.  

Following the employee’s guidance, I sat down at a table.  

I ran my fingers lightly over the surface.  

‘Clean.’  

Not a single speck of dust clung to my fingertips.  

Maybe the bartender was the type to be particular about cleanliness.  

I lifted my head slightly.  

And my gaze landed on the bartender’s back as they wiped down the liquor shelves.  

A sharply cinched waist beneath a tailored blazer.  

And a strikingly well-defined hip line.  

I stared at that silhouette absentmindedly.  

Until suddenly, the bartender turned their head and met my gaze.  

"What are you staring at so intently?"  

Straight, sleek black hair.  

And eyes as red as rubies.  

Executor looked down at me with an amused expression.  

"Are you interested in me?"  

"A, absolutely not. What interest?"  

I quickly averted my gaze from her piercing stare.  

And cleared my throat as I mumbled.  

"I was just looking at the liquor display, okay? Stop flattering yourself."  

At my words, Executor smirked.  

Then, she flicked the side of my head with her finger and spoke.  

"Is that so~? But I could’ve sworn you were staring at my hips~."  

Did she have eyes on the back of her head?  

I felt her fingertips grazing my cheek, making my face heat up.  

"So, dear customer who was only looking at the drinks, what would you like to order?"  

"W-well. Isn’t it a bartender’s job to read a customer’s mood and pick the perfect drink for them?"  

I said nonchalantly, just to tease her.  

Executor shrugged her shoulders and played along.  

"Following the customer’s mood~."  

She ran a hand smoothly through her hair.  

Then, as if something amusing had come to mind, she examined the liquor display.  

"Well, fine. I’ll prepare something for you."  

She lowered her head and pulled out ingredients from the fridge.  

While she was busy, Ji-soo noona, who had been standing beside me, asked in a gentle voice.  

"What about food? What would you like to eat?"  

"Hmm, what’s good here?"  

I asked, and she confidently recommended a dish.  

"Egg fried rice is our best seller."  

"Egg fried rice…?"  

A cocktail bar serving such a homely dish.  

I never would’ve imagined it.  

"Yes~, it’s our chef’s signature dish."  

Ji-soo raised her voice slightly, as if wanting others to hear.

And then, after glancing around, she whispered to me again.  

"To be honest, that's the only thing our chef has learned so far…."  

"Ah…."  

I nodded in understanding.  

Ji-soo jotted down my order and headed to the kitchen.  

Meanwhile, Executor lifted her head and began pulling out ingredients.  

‘Let’s see. What kind of drink is she making—.’  

I watched the bartender with the pride of a father.  

Executor laid out the ingredients on the table, making a show of it.  

Then, she pulled out a cold shaker and began pouring them in one by one.  

A fragrant half-ounce (15ml) of peach schnapps.  

A rich half-ounce (15ml) of coconut Malibu.  

A refreshing half-ounce (15ml) of lemon and lime juice.  

And finally, a sweet twenty milliliters (20ml) of orange juice.  

Then came the shaking.  

Executor, having practiced quite a bit, skillfully shook the shaker.  

I listened to the sound, enjoying it like music.  

"Ugh, so cold…."  

The bartender set the frost-covered bottle down on the table.  

Then, she rubbed her reddened palms against her thighs.  

I chuckled at the sight.  

"Ten shakes should be plenty."  

Executor picked up a martini glass.  

She gently rimmed the glass with sugar she had prepared in advance.  

Then, she filled it with crushed ice.  

After that, she poured in the pale cocktail she had shaken.  

For the final touch, she drizzled a deep red syrup over the top.  

  

Grade: ★★★☆ (Exceptional)  

Effect: Increases Willpower by 10 for two hours.  

Info: A cocktail originating from Busan. The sugar on the rim must be licked off, giving it its suggestive name.  

The bottom of the drink is red, while the top is a pale flesh color, resembling a woman’s chest.  

So then, whose did Executor have in mind when making this?  

Seeing this status window pop up, my eyes flickered.  

Ever since escaping the floating island, this damn system kept adding bizarre information.  

"Your cocktail is ready."  

Executor placed the drink down with her long, elegant fingers.  

I stared blankly at the peculiar-looking glass.  

"Uh… Bartender?"  

"Yes? What is it?"  

At my question, Executor narrowed her eyes slightly.  

"What does this cocktail have to do with my mood right now?"  

I pointed at the Okbodan.  

At that, the bartender leaned in closer.  

Then, she gently took hold of my pointing finger.  

"When did I ever say I made it to match your mood?"  

Executor guided my finger to my lips.  

Then, she whispered softly.  

"I made it to match my own mood."  

Her gaze shifted downward.  

Straight to my chest.  

I gasped and turned away in shock.  

"Just kidding."  

Executor chuckled and ruffled my hair.  

"You're weak to alcohol, so I made something light for you."  

Did she choose a low-alcohol drink for me, thinking of my tolerance?  

Well, not a bad judgment for a bartender.  

In just two months, Executor’s skills had improved a lot.  

"But aren’t you supposed to check in with Ilshim?"  

I asked as I held the Okbodan in my hand.  

"It’s fine. They run just fine without me."  

The bartender picked up an empty glass.  

Then, she wiped the dust off with a dry cloth and shook her head.  

"If they ever get stuck, they can call me for advice, like a consultant."  

Did she really quit?  

Executor was basically the poster girl of Ilshim, and yet she just left so easily.  

"Well, I earned more than enough to take care of you."  

Her teasing remark.  

It made me hiccup on the spot.  

"W-what? I never said we were living together!"  

"You didn’t know? I bought the apartment above, next door, and below yours~."  

A chill ran down my spine.  

No wonder I hadn't smelled cigarette smoke from the neighbor lately!  

"After living in a penthouse, staying in a rented apartment must feel strange, right?"  

I forced a smile and asked.  

Executor smirked and shrugged.  

"Not at all. I stayed there last night, and it was cozy and nice."  

"Oh, and by the way, I moved into the apartment upstairs."  

Ji-soo wrapped both hands around my shoulders and added.  

"You too, noona…?!"  

Then, who was in the remaining apartment below me….  

I glanced toward the kitchen.  

A sweet scent of fried rice wafted from within.  

A dazzling display of wok flames flared up.  

Then, as the fire died down, someone stepped out of the kitchen.  

A white apron.  

Hair even whiter than that.  

And cloudy, pale-white eyes.  

"Hoo…"

Anna Danilova.  

She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand as she stepped out.  

Her hair was tied up in a ponytail, and in her other hand, she carried a plate.  

And on that plate…  

Was the egg fried rice that once connected the two of us.  

"Your order is ready."  

Hands that had once been used only to take lives.  

Those very hands now approached me with a plate of food.  

Fluffy, steaming rice sat before me.  

I stared blankly at the dish.  

  

Grade: ★★★★ (Perfect)  

Effect: Increases Strength by 10 for two hours.  

Info: Egg fried rice that Anna made with great effort. Though she wasn’t visible in the kitchen, she initially mistook oyster sauce for soy sauce and had to remake it in a panic.  

"It smells great."  

In the past, it comforted Anna.  

And now, it was comforting me.  

I scooped up a spoonful.  

Then, I slowly held it in my mouth, savoring the taste.  

"It’s delicious…."  

A smile came to my lips naturally.  

Last month, Anna also quit her contract work.  

And she was hired as our chef at Moment Bar.  

Of course, during the hiring process, Ji-wook sunbae strongly opposed it.  

But after watching her silently make fried rice, he finally accepted her.  

"This is good enough to sell right away."  

And as for me…  

I became the manager of Moment Bar.  

"So, Manager. Do we pass?"  

I rested my chin on my hand, pretending to contemplate.  

To think a day would come when I’d be evaluating these rankers.  

It felt surreal yet satisfying.  

"Hmm—."  

As I glanced around, wondering where to begin my assessment,  

My eyes landed on Ji-soo noona, holding the menu.  

"First, the service. Your smile was lovely, and your kindness was excellent."  

Ji-soo noona scratched her temple shyly and smiled sweetly.  

"But placing your hand on a customer’s waist—that’s a problem."  

Anna and Executor both glanced at Ji-soo.  

She simply shook her head, covering her lips with the menu.  

"As for the cocktail, the taste was good. The proportions were perfect, and I could feel the effort put into it."  

I gazed at Executor intently as I spoke.  

"But teasing the customer, and that intense stare—those need to be restrained."  

Anna and Ji-soo both glanced at Executor.  

Executor merely shrugged.  

"Lastly, the fried rice. It was absolutely delicious!"  

Anna, balancing the tray at her hip, wore an eerily blank expression, as if she had just returned from slaughtering dozens of people.  

"So? Who made it?"  

At that, the two rankers watching from the side chuckled.  

"But when bringing out the food, maybe try smiling a little?"  

I placed my fingers at the corners of my mouth and lifted them into a grin.  

Anna struggled to move her lips, trying to mimic the expression.  

That’s when I noticed, for the first time, that she had a dimple on one cheek.  

"Anyway, all of you did great."  

I got up from my seat at the counter.  

"You’re officially open for business!"  

Then, clasping my hands together, I spoke to them.

  
    Chapter 165 Moment 2

    The entrance of Moment Bar.  

The store sign on the entrance changed to ‘open.’  

Soft lo-fi music played in the background.  

And the neatly arranged store.  

‘It’ll probably be crowded from the first day of opening, right?’  

Before I was kidnapped, it was always packed with customers.  

Since it’s reopening after a long time, maybe it’ll be even more crowded than usual.  

I checked the cocktail bar with eyes full of anticipation.  

Well-polished glassware.  

Smooth tables.  

Ingredients fully stocked with Executor’s severance pay!  

The environment is perfect.  

Alright, next is—.  

Executor smoking an e-cigarette at the counter.  

Anna leaning against the wall with an apron on.  

And noona standing at the entrance, smiling brightly.  

The faces of our bar.  

Who could resist becoming a regular after seeing them?  

I placed my hands on my waist with a proud expression.  

And I waited for the first lucky customer who would witness these beauties.  

But….  

「―――.」  

'Seoul Famous Bar Music 1 Hour PLAYLIST.'  

I replayed the video twice.  

Yet, there wasn’t a single customer, not even a trace of anyone.  

What the hell….  

I looked at Executor with a dazed expression.  

She smirked and handed me a can of sparkling water.  

“Why, because there are no customers?”  

“Yeah…. It wasn’t like this before….”  

Executor patted the top of my head.  

“Ah, stop it. I just brushed my hair….”  

“You even brush it yourself now? You’ve improved a lot.”  

As she grinned mischievously, I shouted in protest.  

“I—I’m the bar manager! I have to keep myself neat whether I’m a man or a woman!”  

“Oh… really?”  

“Yeah, obviously….”  

I huffed and crushed the empty can.  

Then, while pressing it down, I looked at Anna leaning against the wall.  

“Back then, customers used to flock just to see Anna.”  

“People these days are sensitive to trends. When was the last time Anna was the hot topic—.”  

Executor shrugged.  

She smirked as she looked at her.  

“You’re just a washed-up has-been now—.”  

At those words, Anna’s face hardened.  

She lifted a ladle like a dagger and asked.  

“Then should I make myself hot again after a long time?”  

“Sounds good.”  

The two growled at each other.  

I squeezed between the two rankers and barely managed to stop them.  

“Guys… are you going to wreck the bar again on the first day?”  

My head throbbed.  

Was it a mistake to try opening a bar with these people in the first place?  

I let out a deep sigh and turned to the only sane one here—noona.  

She was busy searching for something on her phone.  

Soon, as if she had realized something, she approached us.  

Then, she showed us a place she had looked up on her phone.  

“I found it. The reason our bar isn’t popular.”  

Ji-soo noona pointed at a YouTube video.  

And then, a scene played.  

A familiar background unfolded in the video.  

“Shindorim…? That’s near our bar, isn’t it?”  

It was within a ten-minute walking distance.  

But that place had always been gloomy and unpopular, so why was she showing us this…?  

「Hello, subscribers. Today, I visited the hottest izakaya in Shindorim, ‘Hyungnim Izakaya’!」  

「Recently, the image of the original gangster group, Ilshim, has improved, and the perception of gangsters has gotten better. Maybe that’s why more restaurants with gangster themes are popping up.」  

A calm and steady voice.  

A typical restaurant review short video.  

The door to the restaurant opened.  

Plump men with tattoos on their arms glanced at the customers.  

「Hey, kid. Sit over there.」  

A rough and gruff voice.  

And arrogant eyes—I thought the customers would be intimidated.  

But instead of being scared, they chuckled at the concept and sat down.  

“What the hell is this…? This kind of concept actually works?”  

I muttered in disbelief.  

Executor glanced at the video.  

Soon, she furrowed her brows in annoyance.  

“Since when did our Ilshim have this punk-like image…?”  

Terrible food quality.  

Cheap liquor and decor.  

Yet, the restaurant was packed with customers.  

Watching that, I muttered gloomily.  

“This is a typical one-hit wonder scam.”  

“The food and service are awful, so customers will probably only visit once.”  

“And they’ll never come back to this area for food again.”  

I clutched my head with a panicked expression.  

My carefully brushed hair got tousled like an animal’s fur.  

“In the end, they’re going to kill off our entire business district!!”  

As I despaired, Anna approached me.  

She held a kitchen knife and ladle in both hands and asked.  

“Should I get rid of it?”  

“Get rid of what? We barely got pardoned by the Association, and you want to be a wanted criminal again?”  

I grabbed Anna’s shoulders.  

And, half-crying, I shook her back and forth.  

“No, I actually agree with Anna this time. The smaller the cancer, the quicker it should be cut out.”  

Executor looked at the fat gangster chef inside the restaurant.  

Then, as if analyzing something, she placed a hand on her chin.  

“He’s got a lot of meat, so he’d make a perfect dummy ingredient. Tempting.”  

“Absolutely not! We promised not to kill people!”  

Ugh….  

These psychopaths….  

I slumped my face onto the table.  

Then, I let my entire body droop as if I were about to slide off.  

“We’re doomed now….”  

With my messy hair, I squeezed my eyes shut.  

And just as I thought about taking a nap….  

Like fox ears standing on end, my hair bristled.  

Instinctively, I turned my gaze to the entrance.  

「―――.」  

The sound of the doorbell opening rang.  

“Hey, hey guys… we have a customer!”  

I hurriedly got up from the table.  

The rankers also moved to their respective positions.  

But….  

“Huh, what? Still no customers?”  

A deep voice.  

Tall with curly hair.  

It was Ji-wook sunbae.  

“Ah, shit….”  

Seeing that he wasn’t a real customer, Executor clicked her tongue.  

Anna also stared at him with dull eyes.  

“W-what’s with everyone…? Why are you all so scary…?”  

Sunbae, who still hadn’t gotten close to the rankers.  

He shrank his shoulders and looked at the women nervously.  

“No, it’s fine…. Come in.”  

I let out a deep sigh and helped noona carry his luggage inside.  

Ji-wook seemed to catch on and forced a smile.  

“It’s okay—this is just the first day of reopening, right? People probably just don’t know about it yet.”  

Sunbae confidently tied his apron and reassured us.  

“Besides, most of our customers usually come late at night.”  

“That’s true, isn’t it?”  

Among us, sunbae had the longest experience working at Moment Bar.  

He might be the weakest in the Hunter world, but in this field, he might as well be a true ranker.  

Thinking that way, he suddenly seemed much more reliable than the beasts beside me.  

“Alright. I’ll seriously just trust you, sunbae.”  

I clasped my hands together and looked up at him.  

Ji-wook chuckled and patted my shoulder.  

Then….  

He suddenly felt a chilling killing intent.  

The moment he touched me.  

All three rankers turned their gazes toward him at the same time.  

Soon, Anna approached him.  

Her murky white eyes glinted as she spoke.  

“Sunbae-nim. You have to teach me how to cook.”  

“Ah, ah… right. Let’s go.”  

He was practically dragged as he followed Anna into the kitchen.  

Only then did the bar regain its quiet.  

“Haa-. Should we come up with a theme or something too?”  

“What kind of theme?”  

Executor asked while wiping a glass with a cloth.  

“I don’t know yet. Should we pretend to be gangsters like those guys…?”  

She pointed at my face through the bottom of the glass.  

Then she blew on it and wiped away the dust.  

“Hmm—feels like there’s an easier way, though.”  

Her cryptic words made my eyes light up.  

“Really? What is it?”  

Executor leisurely walked behind me.  

Then, with both hands, she grabbed my messy hair.  

“W-what are you doing?”  

“Just stay still.”  

She lifted both sides of my hair, making them stand up like fox ears.  

Then she proudly showed it to Ji-soo.  

“Remember when we infiltrated the folk village last time?”  

“Oh, that nine-tailed fox costume?”  

Noona reacted immediately, unable to forget it.  

“That time, you went viral on Instagram as the ‘Folk Village Gumiho Girl.’”  

I folded my arms with a sulky expression.  

“If you dress up like that again and serve drinks, I bet people would love it.”  

Her red eyes looked down at me intently.  

Then, in a sly voice, Executor murmured.  

“With the tail too, just like last time.”  

…Tail?
My face flushed red at those words.  

I frantically shook my head, letting my hair fall back down.  

Then, I quickly moved far away from Executor.  

“Oh, that tail from back then? The one sticking out from under the skirt? It was kinda cute.”  

Ji-soo chuckled, seemingly recalling the folk village tavern.  

However, the tail Executor was thinking about seemed different from Ji-soo’s.  

“But I don’t really know how it was attached. Was it taped on?”  

Noona tilted her head, resting her chin on her hand.  

Executor smirked and told her,  

“I’ll tell you later. There’s a way to do it.”  

“You…!”  

I was furious at the bartender’s teasing.  

I loosened the tightly fastened tie around my neck and walked toward the hallway of the bar.  

“Where are you going—?”  

I ignored Executor’s question.  

If I stayed here any longer, I felt like my face would explode, so I rushed to leave.  

But just as I grabbed the entrance door,  

I had to stop in my tracks.  

The frosted glass door.  

Beyond it, I saw the silhouette of a person.  

The door opened.  

And beyond it, I saw a group of female students, about my height.  

“Oh….”  

They hesitated, seeing my flustered and red face.  

“Um… are you not open today? Should we come back another time…?”  

Four female students.  

They glanced at me uncertainly, ready to leave.  

I quickly shook my head.  

“No, no! Please, come in, students—.”  

I forced a bright smile.  

Then, I warmly ushered them inside.  

‘Noona, customers! Customers!’  

I mouthed the words toward Ji-soo.  

She immediately flashed a welcoming smile and greeted them.  

“Welcome—, thank you for visiting Moment.”  

With her signature bright aura, she guided the students inside.  

Thanks to that, the girls relaxed and cautiously took their seats.  

‘Nice, as expected of noona!’  

I peeked out from the hallway, watching her service.  

“This is the place, right? The one the student council president recommended?”  

“That’s what they said? But the atmosphere feels kinda quiet….”  

“Right? It’s too mature-looking for a birthday party.”  

The students whispered as they looked around.  

Ji-soo smiled and reassured them.  

“It’s okay, during the day, our place operates more like a family restaurant.”  

“Really? Then what’s the best dish here?”  

The girl with black hime-cut hair asked.  

Ji-soo confidently recommended a dish.  

“The shrimp egg pilaf is our most popular menu item.”  

Pilaf…?  

Could she be talking about Anna’s egg fried rice?  

Noona had skillfully dressed up what might have seemed like a simple dish, making it sound fancy.  

Seeing that, I couldn’t help but smile.  

Ji-soo is amazing when she fights, but…  

This kind of natural, feminine side of her is nice too.  

I watched her warmly, feeling content.  

Then, my gaze landed on the bartender, puffing on her e-cigarette.  

And on Anna, mercilessly slicing ingredients with a dagger.  

“Sigh….”  

Looks like it’ll still take some time to fully return to normal life.

  
    Chapter 166 Moment 3

    A sharply honed kitchen knife.

The knife flashed in the air.

A fleeting glint.

Afterward, uniformly sliced green onions fell into the wok with a flutter.

A giant wok was lifted with one hand.

And skillfully shaken.

The scorching flames caressed the rice grains.

At last, the fried rice was plated.

An egg was placed on top.

Scarred white hands.

Those hands picked up a bottle of ketchup.

And lavishly splattered red paint.



Grade: ★★★★(Flawless)

Effect: Instantly restores 30% stamina. However, only upon full consumption.

Info: A creation by Anna, who set aside her dagger. She practiced this single dish relentlessly until she reached a flawless level. If one could taste it, they would surely fall for Anna's charm. I want to try it too...

"Fried rice is ready."

Anna emerged from the kitchen with the plate.

However, no one was there to serve her dish.

Everyone except Executor had gathered around the schoolgirls' table.

"What are you all doing over there."

Executor, who was standing at the counter bar.

She exhaled from her e-cigarette and asked.

Anna answered nonchalantly.

"The food is ready, but no one took it."

At those words, Executor tilted her head.

"Then why don’t you bring it over yourself. Are you stupid?"

One of the few people who could call Anna an idiot.

Executor smirked and tapped her shoulder.

"...."

However, Anna continued staring at the students.

People who had lived a completely different life from her.

They had probably never even gotten blood on their hands, let alone held a knife.

Approaching such children.

Even that seemed to make Anna uneasy.

"What, are you worried? That the kids might be scared?"

"Yeah."

Executor glanced at Anna from head to toe.

And then chuckled.

"Don’t worry. You don’t look that bad on the outside."

Anna tilted her head at those words.

"What do you mean by ‘not that bad’?"

A straightforward question.

To that, Executor scratched the top of her head.

"I mean... well, as long as you don’t do anything, you just look like a pretty foreigner, so it’s fine."

A casual remark, as if avoiding the topic.

At that, Anna looked down at herself.

A white apron.

Hair tied up for hygiene.

She hardly looked like a contract killer.

"Just don’t pick up a knife when you go."

Executor smirked as she picked up a dishcloth.

And as if she had no intention of meddling further, she started wiping glasses.

Anna stared at her intently.

Executor, once a high-ranking member of Ilshim and a professional assassin.

Now, she was polishing glasses in a bartender’s uniform.

Ji-soo, once a swordswoman who wielded flames, was now serving customers.

Everyone had changed.

Seeing that, Anna picked up the plate again.

And step by step.

She walked toward the waiting customers.

"Food. It’s here."

A stiff voice.

She began setting down the egg fried rice, one by one, onto the tables.

"Ah, Master! I was supposed to serve it myself, I’m sorry!"

Ji-soo helped her set up the food.  

Steam rose from the dishes.  

Seeing the food, the schoolgirls' mouths fell open.  

“Wow— it smells amazing!”  

The children lifted their heads to thank the chef.  

But…  

Murky white pupils.  

An inexplicable, instinctive fear.  

That fear froze the students in place.  

To the point that they even forgot about the familiar food they had just seen.  

Whenever someone met Anna for the first time, they had two reactions.  

One was excitement, unable to hide their enthusiasm as a fan of hers.  

The other was…  

Fear.  

Anna, who had killed anyone who got in her way.  

No matter how much she washed her hands, the thick scent of blood never faded.  

“Th-Thank you….”  

The children forced themselves to express gratitude to Anna.  

However, they kept their heads lowered, unable to even lift their spoons.  

“I’ll be going now.”  

Anna noticed their reaction.  

And, reading the mood, she tried to step away.  

“Wait.”  

I grabbed her wrist for a moment.  

And looked her in the eye.  

Eyes filled with regret for her past and the murderous aura she once carried.  

I spoke calmly.  

“It’s okay, Anna. You just have to do well from now on.”  

I took her cold hands in mine.  

Feeling the faint scars from cuts.  

Hands that never suffered a single wound when cutting people down.  

Yet, when cooking, they were sliced and torn.  

I looked up at the chef.  

Anna’s pupils wavered faintly.  

Like an ordinary woman regretting her past.  

“Ahaha… um, customers? I’m really sorry about earlier.”  

Seeing her like that, I took the opportunity to introduce Anna to the children.  

With great confidence.  

“Our chef is just nervous because it’s her first day on the job.”  

I patted Anna’s shoulder with a smile.  

But the children still couldn’t shake their wariness.  

They only responded with awkward smiles.  

“Come on, look. Our chef is just a completely normal— cook.”  

I slipped behind Anna.  

Then grabbed her cheek and lightly pinched it.  

“See? Even if I do this, nothing happens, right? She’s totally harmless— I promise.”  

Anna’s lower eyelid twitched slightly.  

She rolled her eyes and gave me a chilling glare.  

“Eek…!”  

The doll-like movement of her pupils sent the children into an even greater panic.  

The situation was only getting worse.  

I quickly leaned in and whispered into her ear.  

‘I-I’ll take you to the amusement park next week. So please, at least pretend to smile!’  

Anna’s expression started to soften, just a little.  

But it was still subtle.  

She grabbed my shoulder.  

Then, in a voice much louder than my whisper, she said—  

“That’s not enough.”  

That’s not enough?!  

Damn it, what the hell do you want…?!  

I pressed my lips together and thought hard.  

Then, a mortifying memory surfaced.  

‘Fine… If it’s for the sake of the store….’  

I let out a deep sigh in defeat.

I covered my lips with my hand and whispered softly to her.  

‘Then… I’ll kiss you later.’  

“....”  

Anna stared at me, unblinking.  

Then, slowly, the corners of her lips curled into a smile.  

She leaned in close to me.  

And then…  

Right in front of the students, she gently grabbed my chin.  

Then, locking lips, she kissed me deeply.  

“Wait….”  

The students’ eyes widened in unison.  

Some covered their mouths, staring in shock.  

A thin, white string stretched between our lips.  

I hastily wiped it away with the back of my hand.  

“You really…!”  

I hit her shoulder, scolding her.  

Then, turning quickly to the students, I apologized.  

“Sorry, kids… Our chef is a foreigner, so sometimes her displays of affection can be a bit excessive.”  

The students’ faces were as red as mine.  

However, instead of protesting, they waved their hands and said something bizarre.  

“No, thank you!”  

“I’m gonna be a regular here!”  

Huh.  

Why did their reaction get even better…?  

“Enjoy your meal, kids.”  

Anna, who had been expressionless until now.  

After the kiss, her lips curved into a smile.  

Seeing that smile, the students finally felt it.  

Anna’s humanity.  

“Yes, we’ll eat well!”  

Well, at least the mood had warmed up.  

That was a relief.  

I forced a smile and stepped down from the table with Anna.  

Then, without mercy, I smacked her back and shoved her toward the kitchen.  

“Never do that again! What were you thinking, embarrassing me like that in front of everyone?!”  

“Okay….”  

Anna patted my head and walked toward the kitchen.  

But then, she peeked her face out again and asked.  

“We’re still going to the amusement park next week, right?”  

I was speechless.  

She was really turning into someone I knew.  

I glanced sideways.  

Executor was watching me with a smug look.  

Acting innocent.  

Yeah. She was definitely the one who taught Anna how to be so sly.  

If Executor was a red vixen, then Anna was a silver fox just awakening to desire.  

“Fine… But make sure to wear that bright smile from earlier, got it?”  

Anna, now fully adapted, smiled again.  

Satisfied with that, I couldn’t help but smile too.  

「￣￣￣.」  

The cheerful schoolgirls had brought life back into the store.  

I savored their presence like background music, waiting for the next customer.  

Then, the doorbell rang.  

Anna had more or less gotten used to her role in the store.  

It was time for our second guests to arrive.  

Three lively young women, looking about twenty years old.  

They walked in leisurely, familiar with Moment.  

And when our eyes met—  

“No way….”  

I couldn’t help but smile with joy.  

Because I knew them.  

“Si-ho unnie!!”  

Se-ah, who had always liked me the most.  

Ha-yoon, the wolf transformation ability user who helped create Blue Sky.  

And Se-hee, the daughter of Moment’s former owner.  

Connections from the Academy now filled this once-empty store.  

Se-ah and Ha-yoon rushed toward me.  

They squeezed into my arms from both sides.  

“We heard you were kidnapped! Are you okay?”

"Do you know how worried I was…?"  

Se-ah rubbed her face against me, as if inspecting every part of my body.  

Ha-yoon timidly mimicked her, marking me in her own way.  

"Hey, hey, you two. As you can see, I’m fine! My body’s even better than before!"  

"You’re not just pretending to be okay again, are you?"  

Se-ah’s pupils shrank.  

She began muttering something ominously under her breath.  

"Don’t worry, you can just tell me who did it. I won’t kill them. Just a little burn… maybe break a leg so they can’t come near you again…."  

Right.  

Se-ah had always been like this.  

Should I stop her?  

I tried to shift my body to push her away.  

But with the two girls clinging to me, I couldn’t move an inch.  

Just as I was struggling—  

I realized I no longer had to deal with this alone.  

A glass dropped firmly between the two girls.  

A subtle wisp of e-cigarette smoke curled above it.  

"Kids."  

Executor.  

She casually draped her arms over the shoulders of the two girls glued to my sides.  

"Our boss looks like she’s having a hard time."  

Se-ah looked up at the ranker.  

A stare-down between the red-haired girl and the red-eyed woman.  

"And you are? I don’t remember seeing you here before."  

But no matter how much of a maniac Se-ah was—  

She couldn’t possibly win against the original killer, Executor.  

"Me? I’m the bartender here. And as an employee, I can’t just watch our boss suffer, can I?"  

Se-ah cleared her throat awkwardly and finally let go of my armpit.  

Ha-yoon followed suit.  

Thanks to that, I could finally pat both of their heads to smooth things over.  

"I really appreciate you all coming. The bar feels more lively thanks to you."  

I sat the students down in a row at the counter table.  

The seats were now full.  

To help Executor, who was handling the bar alone, I moved behind the counter.  

"Executor, I’ll help. Handling four drinks alone is tough."  

When I whispered, she scoffed.  

"What are you talking about? It’s only going to get busier from here, so I’d better get used to serving at least four at a time."  

The bartender washed her hands.  

Then, shaking them dry leisurely, she replied to me.  

"Actually, I’d like to get a drink from that unnie instead."  

Se-ah, who had been sitting with her arms crossed, smirked up at Executor like a little devil.  

Executor, in turn, looked down at her with the arrogance of a great demon.  

"Kid, my drinks are a bit rougher than Si-ho’s. Think you can handle it?"  

Executor’s smirk deepened as she looked down at her.  

"Oh, don’t worry. I can drink better than I look."  

But Se-ah wasn’t one to back down.  

With a deliberate motion, she loosened her tie.  

"I’ve tried everything from Dom Pérignon to Hennessy just so I could drink with unnie once I became an adult."  

Then, she unbuttoned her dress shirt slightly.  

"So why don’t you show me? The ‘skills’ you were taught by Si-ho unnie."  

Executor smiled.  

Then she pulled out an enormous bottle.  

I knew that drink.  

Executor— you’re not seriously—  

Ron Diaz.  

A hellish liquor with over 70% alcohol content.  

‘She’s not seriously planning to serve catharsis to a kid, is she?!’ 
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    A transparent glass.

One clean, giant ice cube.

On top of that ice, 2 ounces (60ml) of strong Ron Diaz.

1 ounce (30ml) of Amaretto with a rich almond aroma.

And to finish, half an ounce (15ml) of tangy lime juice.

“Ji-soo, it’s your turn.”

The call of the Executor.

As if responding to that call, Ji-soo approached the Catharsis.

"Yes, I’m coming–."

And when she snapped her fingers….

A gentle flame blossomed over the surface of the Catharsis.



Grade : ★★★☆ (Singularity)

Effect : Willpower decreases by 10 for one hour. In exchange, Composure increases by 10.

Info : A version of Catharsis with a higher rum ratio. Stronger and fierier than the original. Drinking it causes haziness and reduces willpower. A disastrous existence for a freshly turned twenty-year-old woman.

“Here, if you drink this, I’ll acknowledge you as an adult.”

Fierce red eyes.

With those eyes, the Executor looked down at Se-ah.

However, Se-ah, famously known as the Mad Dog of the Academy.

Now that she had become an adult, there was nothing she feared.

“Alright, if I win, I get to touch Si-ho unnie as much as I want, okay?”

“???”

At her words, the skin beneath my eye twitched.

“What the hell is this kid saying?!”

I hurriedly stepped forward to stop her.

But at that moment.

Se-ah boldly grabbed the Catharsis.

And began to chug it all down like soda.

“Se, Se-ah, no! If you drink it like that…!”

The strong liquor that had been swirling in the glass flowed down the throat of a girl who had just come of age.

And once the glass was completely emptied….

“Ke-heuk!!”

Se-ah started coughing from the burning liquor.

So real, it barely felt like it came from a girl.

“I did it….”

Soon, her face turned bright red as she began panting heavily.

Then she looked up and stared at me.

“Unnie… I did it.”

Liquor dripped from her mouth.

Her hair, disheveled.

And even her unfocused eyes.

The girl looked at me with a smirk.

“Can I touch now…?”

Soon, she raised both arms like a zombie.

And staggered slowly toward me.

But….

“….”

In the end, Se-ah collapsed into my arms.

And began to melt down like a 9th-grade monster, Slime.

“Yeah… yeah. Touch all you want.”

I gently patted Se-ah, who had her face buried in my chest.

But she had already lost consciousness long ago.

She fell asleep in my arms with a silly grin on her face.

I carefully laid the collapsed Se-ah onto an empty table.

Times like this, having no customers helped.

Afterward, I looked at the Executor.

Very intently.

Under my scathing gaze, the Executor turned her head away.

“The glass is dirty.”

She pulled out the glass she had just wiped and pretended to clean it again.

I walked up to her with a gentle smile.

And then coldly scolded her.

“How could you give a kid 2 ounces of Ron Diaz?”

The Executor, who was only used to seeing me go easy.

She was flustered by the sight of me getting serious for the first time.

“What, come on. You gave JEI Catharsis too!”

“That was because she said she’d kill me if I didn’t!”

I grabbed the cheek of the ranker from Ilshim.

And gave it a teasing shake.

Now, she was just one of my employees.

“When she wakes up, apologize and switch it to a Red Eye!”

“Fineee…”

The ranker nodded with a sheepish grin.

“Huu…”

Still, the Executor hadn’t done something completely awful.

Thanks to Se-ah fainting, I had a moment to catch my breath.

After that, I joined the bar as well.

The Executor served a Blue Sky to Ha-yoon.

I handed a Kahlua Milk to Se-hee in turn.

The atmosphere warmed up.

The girls struck up a cheerful conversation with Ji-soo, whom they had just met.

“How is it? Unni makes a great Blue Sky, right?”

“Ah… yeah, it’s good. But can I stop drinking now? I’m feeling a bit… woozy—kyang!”

The Executor’s big hands.

Ha-yoon, too, got drunk under her cocktail barrage.

When she sneezed, wolf ears popped up and she began to sway.

The Executor, seemingly intrigued by the familiar sight, started to play with the ears.

Ji-soo and Se-hee, watching from the side, giggled at the sight of the tipsy, freshly twenty-year-old girls.

Thanks to that, laughter never stopped ringing through the cocktail bar.

I watched the scene fondly.

Then slowly stepped backward and briefly went outside the building.

“Huu…”  

Before I knew it, the night sky had settled in.

From afar, the soft murmur of people's voices drifted in.

It had been five years since the monster incident broke out.

Shindorim had more or less regained its peace.

People had started walking the streets again.

And most of the villains who mindlessly killed others disappeared following Park Shin-ae.

Thanks to that, I could now enjoy a night walk without worry.

I took a deep breath of fresh air.

And admired the stars scattered across the night sky.

I hadn’t done anything particularly noteworthy in this world.

I just mixed drinks, desperately trying to survive.

That was all I could do with this body, once thought to be powerless.

But after meeting Rankers, after building precious bonds, my mindset changed.

I realized… I could do more than I thought.

I used to always think I was an unfortunate person.

Everywhere I went, misfortune seemed to follow me, and I felt useless.

But maybe because of all that, I was able to make it here in the end.

Thinking that brought a smile to my lips.

“Precious bonds.”

For their sake, I had to live even more diligently.

With that thought, I turned to head back into the bar.

Just as I reached for the doorknob—

“---.”

I froze at the faint sound of someone approaching from afar.

An odd sense of discomfort suddenly washed over me.

Maybe I’d gotten too comfortable in recent peace.

That strange energy I hadn’t felt in a long time made me swallow hard.

And I slowly turned my head to see who had come looking for me.

“A hat…?”

A woman stood in the distance.

No, judging by her short height, she was more of a girl.

The child stood there, hat pulled low, quietly watching me.

“Who are you?”

I slowly approached the girl.

Eventually, I realized her hair was blonde.

Long, golden hair flowing neatly.

And such a small stature.

“No way… Misha?”

At my question, the girl flinched even more.

She began to step back, as if trying to keep her distance from me.

“You’re Misha, aren’t you?”

At my blunt question, the girl came to a halt.

She covered her mouth with a fist, hesitating, unsure how to respond.

“It’s me, Si-ho. The bartender who worked at the lab.”

I knelt down in front of her.

Thanks to that, I could finally see the youthful face of the Western girl hidden under the hat.

“Unni….”

A sorrowful expression.

She looked at me and gave a bitter smile.

“Why did you run away like that?”

“Well… I didn’t have the face to see you.”

Misha pulled her hat even lower.

I stepped even closer to her.

“What do you mean you didn’t have the face?”

At that question, Misha hid both hands behind her back.

And, twisting her body, she muttered.

“You probably don’t remember… but when you got kidnapped, I did a lot of stuff…”

“I know.”

To her gloomy words, I replied firmly. 

At that, Misha’s eyes widened in shock.

“You… you knew?”

“Yeah, that you said you’d make me your pet on purpose to save me, and that you were hiding the last drop of Angelic Hand.”

When Park Shin-ae died.

And my ability returned to my body.

I remembered everything Misha had done.

Thanks to that, I could understand her actions to some extent.

“B-but… in the end, I’m the one who put you in danger.”

Misha’s blue eyes trembled.

Soon, she lowered her head and began to mumble.

“Because of me, you turned into a fox, nearly lost your intelligence… It’s all my fault…. You must’ve been scared….”

I gently embraced the self-blaming girl.

And let her rest her face against my shoulder.

“No, you were probably more scared than I was.”

At those words, Misha went silent.

“You were forced to do things you didn’t want to, and had to threaten someone you cared about.”

A single, calm sentence.

Maybe that was what did it.

Misha’s body began to tremble.

My shoulder, pressed against her face, became damp.

“You’re really awful, unni…. If you keep being like this, what am I supposed to do?”

The girl’s voice wavered as she held back tears.

“Yell at me, at least…”

I silently patted the girl’s back.

“I’m thankful to you, actually. Thank you for protecting me all this time.”

I expressed my gratitude to Misha.

Then, as if releasing all the fear and guilt she had bottled up, the girl cried her heart out.

“Come on, since you’re here anyway, come inside. I’ll make you a warm drink.”

I handed a handkerchief to the girl, who was a mess of tears and snot.

But Misha shook her head.

“No, today… I just came to see you one last time before I leave.”

“You’re leaving? Where, all of a sudden?”

At my question, Misha gave a faint, sorrowful smile.

Then she pointed north.

“Russia. My hometown.”

“Do you know anyone there?”

As far as I knew, Misha also grew up in an institution.

She shouldn’t have a ‘hometown’ to return to….

“No, but… there are too many people here I don’t deserve forgiveness from.”

“People you don’t deserve forgiveness from?”

When I asked, Misha gave a bitter smile.

“Yes, actually… Anna told me to leave. That I should never come near you again….”

“I see…”

If it was Anna, I could understand.

From her perspective, not knowing the full story, Misha was simply an enemy.

I gently held the girl’s shoulders.

And spoke with a serious gaze.

“It’s okay.”

“It’s… okay?”

At Misha’s question, I nodded.

“If I explain, everyone will understand.”

“B-but still…”

Misha hesitated.

I took her arm and confidently led her toward Moment.

“Don’t worry, and if Anna gets mad, I’ll scold her for you.”

I mean, these days, I’ve been working out hard.

Even if all the Executor makes me do is squats and not any self-defense training.

“Ah, okay! Just… please go a bit slower!”

Panicking, Misha was dragged along by me toward Moment.  

  
    Chapter 168 Moment 5 (End)

    I opened the door to Moment Bar.  

Bright light streamed in through the gap in the door.  

And the laughter of women.  

A situation completely opposite of anxious Misha.  

However, I didn’t give up.  

I gently wrapped my arm around the shoulder of the girl with her hat pulled down low and whispered.  

“Be brave, Misha. I’ll be right by your side.”  

The words saying I would stay by her side.  

Upon hearing those words, the girl’s blue eyes wavered.  

She clenched both her fists tightly.  

Then, swallowing hard, she opened the door.  

「―――――.」  

The gradually growing sound of the bar’s music.  

The voices of Executor, Anna, and Ji-soo.  

And even the laughter of the female students from the academy.  

Misha stepped into the middle of it all.  

“…”  

Then, the once noisy Moment Bar quickly fell silent.  

Because everyone turned to look at Misha, who appeared from the back entrance.  

“Si-ho, who is that person…?”  

Ji-soo reacted first.  

She looked at Misha, her hat pulled down, with curiosity.  

However, Anna and Executor were different.  

The two immediately turned serious upon seeing the familiar height and straight, flowing golden long hair.  

Especially Anna.  

Having fought Misha herself before, she stared with a fierce expression.  

“Why did you come here?”  

Anna recognized the mysterious guest.  

And with that, everyone in the bar focused their attention.  

“I definitely told you to leave this place once you recovered.”  

“You know Anna?”  

“Then she’s also from the same mercenary background?”  

“A girl that small and cute? No way—.”  

Ha-yoon and Se-hee whispered among themselves.  

Misha took off her hat.  

Her smooth forehead was revealed.  

And the clear features of a Western girl.  

She didn’t look like a killer or a ranker at all.  

“I’m sorry, for coming back….”  

Misha, on the verge of tears.  

However, Anna and Executor’s expressions were still icy.  

“Unnie, I think I’ll just… go.”  

Misha tried to shake me off and run away.  

However, I didn’t back down and proudly showed her to everyone.  

“No, it’s okay. You have every right to be here too.”  

I stared straight at Anna.  

And I spoke firmly into her clouded eyes.  

“Anna, you know it too. That Misha did it on purpose to save me.”  

The white-haired chef didn’t say anything in response to my words.  

Because in the end, she was the one who led me to Park Shin-ae.  

“Come on, sit over here.”  

I seated Misha at the center of the counter table.  

Ha-yoon, who was taking care of the sleeping Se-ah nearby, met Misha’s gaze.  

“Ah, hello?”  

“Hi….”  

A girl who used to be ostracized at the academy.  

And the worst villain from the lab meeting face to face.  

All thanks to just one person.  

Seated at the counter table, Misha finally faced the Moment Bar she had long admired.  

And she looked up at the two bartenders standing before her.  

Executor and Si-ho.  

Executor still didn’t like Misha, but decided to let it go since Si-ho said she forgave her.  

Because above all, Si-ho’s happiness was most important to her.  

“Anna, you sit here too.”  

“Me?”  

“Yes, we’ve got something to do.”  

Anna sat at the counter with a blank expression.  

However, she didn’t spare even a glance toward Misha.  

“What is it? Just say it already.”  

“What’s the rush? It’s not like we have customers right now.”  

Executor smirked as she grabbed a liquor bottle.  

I also responded by picking up a glass.  

Executor and I exchanged glances.  

Then we began pulling out several liquor bottles and lined them up on the counter.  

Liquor bottles filling the table.  

Misha and Anna looked on with curious faces, wondering what we were trying to make.  

A total of nine bottles were placed in a row.  

“Alright, we’re giving the two of you a fresh start.”  

I smiled softly.  

And together with Executor, began bartending.  

1 ounce of clear vodka. (30ml)  

1 ounce of fragrant gin.  

1 ounce of strong rum.  

1 ounce of golden tequila.  

1 ounce of vanilla-scented bourbon whiskey.  

1 ounce of luxurious scotch whiskey.  

1 ounce of orange-flavored triple sec.  

1 ounce of dark and savory stout.  

And finally, 1 ounce of crisp lager.  

All the drinks we had consumed up to now came together in a single glass.  

And at last….  

  

Grade: ☆☆☆☆☆ (Artifact)  

Effect: Calmness increases by 10, and after 5 minutes, increases by 50.  

Info: A cocktail with deep and rich flavor. Made with various alcohols in precise ratios. Graveyard means tomb. So, why did Si-ho and Executor go out of their way to serve such an annoyingly complicated drink to the two of them?  

“Graveyard, coming right up.”  

The two women in bartender uniforms.  

Executor and I served the dark cocktail to the guests.  

“…”  

The two rankers stared at the Graveyard in their hands.  

A deep black color.  

It was as murky as facing the darkness that had long existed inside them.  

“Come on, drink. With this, you bury your dark pasts in the grave!”  

I stepped in between the two and threw an arm around each of their shoulders.  

Then with a bright smile, I confidently encouraged them.  

“Anna as the pretty chef of our Moment, and Misha as the Western girl who just arrived in Korea!”  

Anna grabbed the glass.  

But her lips were still pouty.  

“I can’t accept it.  
She used saving you as an excuse to get what she wanted.”  

Misha flinched at her words.  

Then I gripped Anna’s shoulder tightly and whispered with an edge.  

“You did all kinds of things to me when I wasn’t in my right mind, too.”  

Anna recalled what had happened at the cabin.  

Her face, which had been pale until now, started to turn red.  

“…”  

Soon, Anna bowed her head deeply.  

“Ahem.”  

I cleared my throat and gathered myself.  

Did she think I’d just take it lying down—?  

“Come on, Misha. Anna’s done plenty wrong too, so don’t shrink back.”  

I patted Misha gently.  

“Yes, unnie….”  

The two rankers calmly accepted their glasses with both hands.  

And then they drank in unison.  

A savory and complex flavor.  

The tastes of various liquors flooded their tongues all at once.  

As if multiple emotions were blending together.  

The women swallowed those emotions down in sync.  

“They say she’s mature on the inside despite how she looks, and it must be true.”  

Executor laughed as she watched Misha cleanly down half the strong drink.  

Anna glanced briefly at Misha.  

Unlike Misha, who had shaken off her past sins, Anna still wore an awkward expression.  

I gently wrapped my arm around her shoulder.  

Then, resting my face against her back, I whispered sweetly.  

“Thank you, Anna.”  

Only after hearing my whisper did Anna’s stiff lips curve into a smile.  

And she pressed her face closer to my cheek and asked,  

“For what.”  

“For forgiving Misha.”  

“I haven’t forgiven her. I’m just pretending because you asked me to.”  

Her pride wouldn’t let her admit it.  

I playfully pressed my cheek harder against hers.  

“Then at least for my sake—pretend to forgive her forever.”  

Anna let out a short laugh.  

Then she turned slightly and glanced at Misha, who still held her half-finished Graveyard.  

“Hey.”  

“Y-Yes?”  

Misha froze at Anna’s call.  

Then the white-haired ranker pointed at the girl’s glass.  

“Give me that and drink this instead.”  

Anna handed her the Kahlua Milk that had been sitting by the sleeping Se-ah.  

And took the rest of the strong Graveyard herself.  

“Even if your mind’s mature, that body can’t handle hard liquor.”  

Anna downed the rest of Misha’s drink in one go.  

Then wiped her lips neatly with the back of her hand.  

As if she had shaken off everything.  

“Alright! It’s all settled now, right?”  

I clapped my hands with a bright smile.  

Then raised all the blinds that always covered Moment.  

Thanks to that, the cocktail bar opened up completely.  

The night sky of Sindorim and the cityscape spread out before us.  

Ji-soo noona, who had been wiping the tables, stared out at the view.  

A sports stadium visible in the distance.  

From there, bright light was pouring out.  

“Noona, what are you staring at so hard?”  

I approached Ji-soo with my hands behind my back.  

Then stood next to her and looked out at the night sky together.  

“It’s just… I can’t believe we’ve really returned to normal like this.”  

Ji-soo gently smiled with bittersweet eyes and stroked the top of my head.  

“And being here with you like this also feels like a dream.”  

The soft palm brushing my hair.  

I quietly reached up and held that palm in mine.  

And slowly, she lowered her hand so it touched my cheek.  

“I can’t believe it either.  
That we’re here together in the place we promised to come to.”  

I looked up at her with a gentle smile.  

Then the woman who had always seen me as just a little brother…  

Began to blush.  

“Hey, are you two making things all cozy again while leaving us out?”  

Just then.  

I felt someone slither along my side like a snake.  

Startled by the eerie sensation, I quickly looked up.  

Executor, who was about the same height as Ji-soo noona.  

A woman with black, beautiful hair and ruby-like red eyes.  

And squeezing between us, slightly tipsy Anna pressed close.  

Now that she no longer had any need to be wary of anyone.  

She looked down at me, basking in her drunkenness, her eyes half-lidded.  

Those were the same eyes that had once tried to kill me when we first met.  

Now, they looked at me more lovingly than anyone else’s.  

“Si-ho… where do you think you’re going without me this time?”  

She poked my cheek with a delicate finger.  

And together we gazed out at the horizon I had been staring at.  

“This time, I’m not letting you run away.”  

At Anna’s words, I gave a small smile.  

Then I pulled the three women into a big hug and said,  

“I’m not going anywhere anymore. This is our home.”  

Their hair slid down my neck.  

Like a choker.  

But I decided to enjoy that constricting sensation.  

I wasn’t afraid anymore, or scared.  

In fact, it comforted me, holding me steady so I wouldn’t waver.  

Letting myself relax in that comfort, I looked out at the stadium on the horizon.  

And soon...  

Small lights shot up toward the sky from the stadium.  

We all turned to watch those lights together.  

「―――――.」  

Fireworks shot into the sky.  

And as they burst, they revealed a phrase.  

「Moment.」  

The name of our bar.  

“Wow, what? That’s the name of our place!”  

“That’s amazing.”  

“Si-ho, did you ask for that?”  

The three women asked.  

I chuckled softly and shook my head.  

“Nope. I didn’t ask for it….”  

I focused on the sound coming from the stadium in the distance.  

A familiar voice.  

A familiar melody.  

JEI.  

A small gift from her, who couldn’t make it to Moment because of her concert.  

Right now, in this moment.  

Everywhere I looked was filled with people I loved.  

Even the night sky.  

「Si-ho.」  

The final piece of Angelic Hand that had long been asleep deep in my chest.  

Its whisper reached me.  

“Yeah.”  

「So, how was it.」  

“What was?”  

「Were you happy in this life?」  

“…”  

I looked at the rankers nestled close beside me.  

They all looked down at me with warm eyes.  

I turned my head a little more and gazed at the Moment Bar.  

The sleeping girls.  

And someone far away, singing while thinking of me.  

The memories I made with them filled my once-empty heart again.  

I placed my hand over my chest.  

It was warm.  

With the strength of that warmth, I answered.  

“Yeah, I was happy.”  

  
    Chapter 169 Afterword

    Hello.

This is Sazerac.

I never imagined there would come a day when I’d write a completion afterword in my life.

But that day had finally come.

Even as I wrote this, my chest ached so much that it was hard to bear.

That’s how much Ranker Obsession meant to me—how deeply I loved it, how much I regretted, and just… I don’t know.

Anyway, it’s truly a work that holds so much of me.

I quit everything else I was doing to write, and when I was penniless, this was the first work that fed me.

I think it’s a work that ran through my life.

To be honest, Ranker Obsession was originally going to end around chapter 120.

Angel Tips was the last plot I had planned, and Miho’s episode was meant to be dealt with as a side story.

But in a financially difficult situation, I couldn't stick to that plan and ended up dragging things out forcibly, which I think really ruined the work.

Even now, when I think back to that time, I feel so regretful and sorry.

I feel truly sorry toward our Si-ho.

I should’ve borrowed money and given it a perfect ending, but my greedy desires were too much.

Still, I finally arrived at the final destination.

Honestly, I’m very sorry to the readers, especially because the release pace slowed down a lot near the end.

I was so busy with things like Million Class...

And it was just too hard to accept the upcoming end of Ranker Obsession.

Even now, it doesn’t feel real.

That everything will be over thirty minutes after this scheduled chapter gets posted.

Especially while I was writing the Moment episode.

I cried so much.

I wanted to make my characters happier.

To let them hold on to beautiful memories.

But I resent myself so much for being able to write only this much.

And yet, even in this sorrowful state, I was able to bring the story to a close...

All because of you.

Every time I wanted to give up, you always cheered me on.

To everyone who left kind comments—thank you so much.

I’m just an uneducated writer who only knows how to say thank you, and I’m truly sorry...

I sincerely hope all of you are happy.

Thank you.
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